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Editors’ Introduction 


T he Copts, adherents of the Egyptian Orthodox Church, today 

represent the largest Christian community in the Middle East. 

Over the course of its long history, the Coptic Church in Egypt 

has celebrated the lineage and leadership of Alexandrian bishops who 

have been accorded the-title of Patriarch, or Pope. The term Pope itself 

originally derived from the Greek word papas , meaning “father.” By 

the middle of the third century A.D., however, the term “Pope” (papas) 

had become a formal honorific title of the Alexandrian archbishop, fifty 

years before the earliest solid evidence for the use of the term as a 

designation for the Roman archbishop. Over the course of the last two 

millennia—through the vicissitudes of Roman, Byzantine, Persian, 

Arab, Ottoman, French, British, and finally Egyptian rule—the 

Popes of Egypt have often been collectively represented as an 

emblem of historical continuity for the Coptic Orthodox Church. 

Such representations raise vital questions about the way that Coptic 

religious and cultural identity has been shaped in relation to church 

leadership. How has the history of the Popes of Egypt functioned, in 

effect, as a monument and marker of Christian identity in Egypt? 

In recent decades, there has been an upsurge of interest in the 

Coptic cultural heritage. Indeed, the second half of the twentieth 

century witnessed remarkable progress in the study of Egyptian 

Christianity. The discovery of the Nag Hammadi gnostic library, with 

its codices written in Coptic, encouraged many scholars to study the 

Coptic language and literature. The exhibitions of Coptic art in great 

■ 

cities such as Vienna, Paris, Munich, Geneva, and Zurich enhanced the 
interest of the general public in the material culture of Coptic Egypt. 
Furthermore, archaeological remains were discovered and carefully 
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documented at important sites related to Egyptian monasticism and 
pilgrimage, including Abu Mina, Kellia, Athribis, Naqlun, Antinoe, 
and Esna. The application of modern methods of restoration and 

conservation in a number of monasteries led to new discoveries of 

# 

beautiful Coptic wall paintings—most recently, murals in the 
monastery of Saint Antony at the Red Sea and in the Monastery of the 
Syrians (Deir al-Suryan) at Wadi al-Natrun. The foundation of the 
International Association for Coptic Studies and the appearance of the 
Coptic Encyclopedia have greatly advanced the knowledge of Coptic 
culture among scholars in the field. 

Surprisingly, however, despite these significant factors, studies on 
the history of the Copts in general, and on the Alexandrian patriarchate 
in particular have remained relatively rare. The most recent compre¬ 
hensive historical treatment of Egyptian ecclesiastical leadership from 
the early centuries to the modern period is J.M. Neale’s The 
Patriarchate of Alexandria , published in 1847. In the century and a half 
since the publication of Neale’s two-volume work, much has changed 
in the application of historiographical methods, and valuable new 
sources have come to light. 

The classic primary source for the study of the Coptic papacy is the 
Arabic chronicle, The History of the Patriarchs , a multi-generational, 
serial compilation of biographies (including historical sources and 
traditions) for each of the Alexandrian popes. Edited in the eleventh 
century, the Arabic History of the Patriarchs also includes later recen¬ 
sions designed to update the catalogue, a process of literary expansion 
that has extended even into the twentieth century. While this Coptic 
chronicle will be a valuable—albeit occasionally problematic—historical 
source for the three volumes in this series, the goal here is not simply 
to regurgitate its contents or to replicate its structure. To do so would 
be to miss a golden opportunity to produce a truly new, critically- 
informed reading of this history. The time is ripe for a fresh treatment, 
one that draws on recent insights from an array of disciplines, including 
theology, social history, papyrology, archaeology, the visual arts, literary 
studies, and ideological and cultural criticism. 

The Popes of Egypt: A History of the Coptic Church and Its 
Patriarchs from Saint Mark to Pope Shenouda III represents such an 
effort. The three volumes in this series draw on the expertise of 
scholars who have dedicated their careers to the study of Egyptian 
Christianity, and who are intimately familiar with the material culture 
and institutional life of the Coptic Church from years of living and 


Editors 3 Introduction 


XI 


working in Egypt. Volume One, on the history of Coptic papacy from 
its origins to the rise of Islam in the seventh century, is authored by 
Stephen Davis, who currently teaches Christianity in late antiquity in 
the Religious Studies Department at Yale University. Volume Two of 
the series, on the period from the rise of Islam to the Ottoman 
Conquest, will be authored by Mark Swanson, an expert in the Arabic 
Christian theological heritage who directs the Islamic studies program 
and teaches early and medieval church history at Luther Seminary in 
Minneapolis. Volume Three, on the modern Coptic papacy from the 
Ottoman era to the present, will be co-authored by three scholars: 
Magdi Girgis (Ph.D., Cairo University), a specialist in Coptic docu¬ 
mentary sources during the Ottoman era; Michael Shelley, formerly 
director of graduate studies at the Evangelical Theological Seminary in 
Cairo and a specialist in the history of Christian-Muslim relations; and 
Nelly van Doorn-Harder, associate professor of religion at Valparaiso 
University and a specialist in both Islamic studies and the modern his¬ 
tory of the Coptic Church. The collaborative nature of this series is 
designed to draw on each scholar’s period of expertise, but also to 
initiate cross-fertilizing, interdisciplinary conversations in the study 
of Egyptian Christianity. It is our hope that these three volumes— 
written by academic experts but in an accessible and engaging style— 
will be of benefit to a wide range of readers, including scholars, teachers, 
students, as well as persons simply interested in learning more about 
the Coptic community in Egypt. 

Finally, as editors of the series, we want to express our thanks to the 
American University in Cairo Press, and especially to Mark Linz and 
Neil Hewison for their vision and abiding faith in this project. The pub¬ 
lication of this series is in large part a testament to their professionalism 
and fine dedication to their craft. 

Stephen J. Davis and Gawdat Gabra, co-editors 

November 6, 2003 
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T his book, The Early Coptic Papacy , represents the first in a 

three-volume series on the Popes of Egypt, which will cover 
the history of the Alexandrian patriarchate (i.e., the Egyptian 
papacy) from its origins to the present-day leadership of Pope 
Shenouda III. As mentioned in the Editors’ Introduction, such a study 
is long overdue. The most recent comprehensive treatment of the topic 
in English is J.M. Neale’s The Patriarchate of Alexandria , published 
over a century and a half ago in 1847. 1 

With regard to the period under consideration in this first volume, 
we face a similar gap in the history of scholarship. Edward R. Hardy, 
in his book Christian Egypt , Church and People: Christianity and 
Nationalism in the Patriarchate of Alexandria (1952), provided a 
detailed account of the early Egyptian church and its patriarchs, 
focusing especially on the period A.D. 325-641. However, his study is 
now over fifty years old and is considerably dated in the methods and 
sources used. 2 Other scholars working in the field have either chosen 
to narrow their focus to a particular century of patriarchal history, 3 or 
have taken on the much broader task of narrating the history of early 
Egyptian Christianity (writ large) without concentrating primarily on 
the leadership role of the Coptic popes. 4 In this book, I will attempt to 
fill this gap by specifically analyzing the development of the Egyptian 
papacy from its origins to the rise of Islam. How did the papal office 
in Egypt evolve as a social and religious institution during the first six 
and a half centuries A.D.? How do the developments in the 
Alexandrian patriarchate reflect larger developments in the Egyptian 
church as a whole—in its authority structures and lines of communi¬ 
cation, as well as in its social and religious identity? 


* * *- 
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My goal here, however, is not simply to produce a critical histori¬ 
ography of important dates, events, and figures. Such an approach 
would, I fear, cause eyes to glaze over and heads to nod (including my 
own). Instead, I am interested in writing what I would call a discursive 
history of the Egyptian papacy—one that takes into account how the 
Alexandrian patriarchate was rhetorically and socially “constructed” at 
different points and times in its history. Recently, scholars who work in 
the field of late ancient Christianity have come to a greater appreciation 
for how discourses (the ways that people speak) play a performative role 
in shaping their own sense of social and religious identity . 5 Within social 
groups, discourses can function in a variety of ways—to negotiate power 
relationships and authority structures, to endorse shared values and 
practices, and to define community boundaries. 

Thus, in the case of the early Alexandrian patriarchs, I will examine 
the sources not only for what the patriarchs did as leaders, but also for 
how their leadership and actions were represented —or, in the case of 
their own writings, how they represented themselves. Such represen¬ 
tational strategies are laden with cultural value: in this context, how did 
literary (and artistic) depictions of the patriarchs reflect emerging 
social and theological concerns within the Coptic church? Or to put it 
in more dynamic terms, how did such discourses actually shape the 
church’s understanding of itself and its leaders? In this book, I will 
argue that the ways in which the patriarchs portrayed themselves, and 
the ways their leadership was portrayed by their own and subsequent 
generations, has something vital to say about the formation of 
Egyptian Christian identity (or identities) in late antiquity. 
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One 


The Succession of St. Mark 

Apostolic Traditions and the Origins 

of the Egyptian Church 
(Saint Mark to Demetrius) 


O n an early seventh-century ivory relief from Alexandria, now 

preserved in the Musee du Louvre in Paris (Fig. I), 1 the figure 
of Saint Mark the Evangelist appears in the foreground, seated 
on a throne and surrounded by a group of bishops who are gathered 
together beneath the gate of a city. In the background, tiny human 
figures lean out of the windows and balconies of a miniature 
cityscape—the residential skyline of late antique Alexandria—in order 
to catch a glimpse of the holy gathering below. 

This Alexandrian relief, carved virtually on the eve of Arab rule in 
Egypt, conveys to the viewer a vivid, visual sense of the emerging self- 
identity of the Coptic church and its patriarchate during the first six 
and a half centuries of its existence. The haloed figure of Mark— 
enlarged in relation to the other figures, seated in honor on an episcopal 
throne, holding his Gospel in his left hand and raising his right in a ges¬ 
ture of blessing—was viewed in church tradition as the founder of the 
Egyptian church and the first in a long line of bishops (also known as 
Alexandrian patriarchs or popes) who would succeed him in leader¬ 
ship of the church. Early Christian traditions recording Saint Mark’s 
reputation as the founder of the church in Alexandria will be a primary 
focus of this first chapter. 

In the Louvre relief, the thirty-five bishops who stand in a semi¬ 
circular choir around Mark are meant to represent his immediate 
successors as patriarchs—or popes 2 —of Alexandria. The number of 
bishops depicted here has helped scholars to date the relief: it was 
probably carved during the reign of the thirty-sixth patriarch of 
Alexandria, Pope Anastasius (a.d. 607-619), or perhaps on the occasion 
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of his death and the consecration of his successor Andronicus in the 
year 619. It is noteworthy that the seventh-century artist of the ivory 
relief has portrayed the successors to the throne of Saint Mark in mute 
imitation of the evangelist: those on his left (the viewer’s right) hold 
copies of Mark’s Gospel in their left hands; those on his right (the 
viewer’s left) raise their right hands, mirroring his silent gesture of holy 
blessing. Throughout the history of the Coptic church, the authority of 
the Egyptian patriarchs has been understood to derive from the imita¬ 
tion of Mark’s virtues and from a direct lineage of apostolic succession. 

This book begins by mining the ecclesiastical ideologies behind this 
artifact from the early history of the Egyptian papacy. The stories about 
Saint Mark’s founding of the church in Alexandria, and the discourses 
about apostolic succession and papal authority, not only reflected the 
self-perception of the Egyptian church in late antiquity but also helped 
shape that identity in a determinative way. How and when did these 
stories and discourses develop, and what do they say about how the 
church in Alexandria (and the rest of Egypt) viewed its leadership? As 
has been noted already in the preface, this book is not just about the 
Alexandrian patriarchs themselves, but about the developing relationship 
between the patriarchs and their church—more specifically, about what 
the discourses surrounding the patriarchs (in historical, hagiographical, 
and liturgical sources) tell us about the evolving identity of the 
Egyptian church leadership and its relation to its local setting. 

In this context, it is important not to ignore the tiny figures peopling 
the cityscape background of our ivory relief from the Louvre. Indeed, 
our task in this first chapter and throughout this book is to place 
ourselves as historians in the texture of this Alexandrian scene, to 
climb up onto their balconies and to peer down with them, straining to 
hear the whispers of the gathering below. Those whispered discourses— 
found in private (and public) letters, lives of martyrs and saints, and 
manuscript illuminations, as well as “official” church histories—will 
tell us much about the emergence of the Coptic papacy in late antique 
Egypt, and even more about how the identity of the Coptic church 
was shaped in relation to its leadership. 

Traditions about Saint Mark 
and the Founding of the Church in Egypt 

Traditionally, Mark the evangelist has been viewed by Copts as the 
founder of their church and as the first in the line of Alexandrian 
patriarchs. What do we know about Mark as an historical figure? 
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What early Christian sources witness to the tradition of associating 
Mark with the earliest Alexandrian church? Finally, what does the 
development of this tradition tell us about the emerging identity of the 
Alexandrian patriarchs as successors to Saint Mark? 

The Search for the Historical Mark 

While the New Testament writings give us some information about 
Mark, they do not connect him directly with the early Christian mis¬ 
sion to Alexandria. In fact, there is no mention of the Alexandrian 
mission in the New Testament itself. Mark (also known in the book 
of Acts as John Mark) 3 was a companion of the early Christian mis¬ 
sionaries, Paul and Barnabas. Mark’s close relationship to Barnabas 
apparently even involved family ties: he is identified as Barnabas’ 
cousin (Gr. anepsios ) in Colossians 4:10. 

In the version of events recorded in Acts, Mark first accompanied 
Paul and Barnabas on their first journey to Seleucia and Cyprus as a 
“helper” ( huperetes ; Acts 13:5). Then, he traveled with them to 
Pamphylia in Asia Minor (modern day Turkey), where he left the 
party and returned to Jerusalem (13:13). Mark’s departure was later a 
source of tension within the group. The author of Acts reports that 
when Paul suggested to Barnabas that they make a second missionary 
journey to revisit churches, Barnabas wanted to take Mark along again. 
However, Paul adamantly refused to take with them “one who had 
deserted them in Pamphylia and had not accompanied them in the 
work” (Acts 15:36-41, esp. verse 38). As a result of their disagreement, 
Paul and Barnabas parted ways, with Barnabas taking Mark with him 
again to Cyprus, and Paul himself traveling back to Syria and Cilicia 
(15:39-40). The Acts narrative provides no more information about 
Mark’s role in the early Christian mission. 4 

Mark is also linked with the apostle Peter in the New Testament 
and other early Christian sources. In the closing salutation of 1 Peter 
(5:13), the writer conveys greetings to his readers from Mark. 5 Early 
Christian traditions surrounding the writing of the canonical Gospel 
of Mark have also connected Mark with the figure of Peter. Even 
though its writer is never identified in the work itself, Mark was credited 
as the author of the Second Gospel at least by the early second century. 6 
This tradition of authorship first appears in the writings of Papias, 
bishop of Hieropolis (a.D. 120-130)7 Papias describes how Mark, 
while not an eyewitness to the life of Christ, acted as Peter’s “trans¬ 
lator” or “interpreter” (hermeneutes) in the writing of the Gospel. 8 
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According to Papias, Mark “wrote accurately, although not in order, 
the things that had been said and done by the Lord,” and in doing so 
followed Peter, “who used to compose his teachings for practical use 
and not as a systematic arrangement of the Lord’s sayings.” It is debat¬ 
able whether Papias provides us with reliable evidence concerning 
the process by which the Second Gospel took shape; 9 indeed, one 
scholar has suggested that Papias’ primary concern was to defend the 
trustworthiness of Mark’s account by linking his role as interpreter as 
closely as possible to Peter as an apostolic source. 10 

Nonetheless, this tradition about Mark’s role as the associate and 
interpreter of Peter also appears in other second-century Christian 
writings, where Mark’s writing of the Gospel is further connected 
with Peter’s mission at Rome. Irenaeus of Lyons, in his work 
Against Heresies (ca. 180-200), describes how, after Peter’s death in 
Rome, “Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, also handed 
down to us in written form the things that had been preached by 
Peter.” 11 Clement of Alexandria (ca. 160-215) preserved a variant 
tradition in which Mark is said to have written his gospel in Rome 
while Peter was still alive, as a record of Peter’s preaching. 12 The 
accounts recorded in these two sources were probably based on the 
earlier tradition found in Papias and represent later developments 
upon that tradition that link Mark’s Gospel more closely to the 
prestige of Peter’s church in Rome.” 13 

The reference to Mark in 1 Peter 5:13 would only seem to reinforce 
this early link between Mark, Peter, and the church at Rome. In that 
text, the writer sends final greetings to his readers in Asia Minor: 

She who is in Babylon (he en Babuloni ), chosen together with you, 

sends you greetings; and so does my son Mark. 

This short passage, with its cryptic reference to “she who is in 
Babylon,” has been the subject of considerable debate. Most scholars 
accept that the Mark mentioned here is the evangelist (referred to in 
this verse as Peter’s spiritual son), and that the female pronoun “she” 
refers not to an actual person, but to the church (which is a feminine 
noun in Greek, he ekklesia ). Thus, the passage should read: “The 
church who is in Babylon . . . sends you greetings.” 

However, we are left with questions concerning the reference to 
Babylon. Does this suggest that the writer (whether Peter or a later 
follower) was sending this letter from the city of Babylon in 
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Mesopotamia? This is quite doubtful, as there are no early Christian 
traditions from this period connecting Peter (or Mark for that matter) 
with Babylon of Mesopotamia. 

Some scholars have tried to argue that this reference in 1 Peter 
actually gives us our first evidence for Mark’s association with the 
church in Egypt. 14 In antiquity, Babylon was also the name of a 
Roman garrison town on the Nile just south of modern day Cairo. 15 
In light of later traditions about Mark’s founding of the Alexandrian 
church (discussed below), it would be tempting to read 1 Peter 5:13 
as corroborating evidence; however, two problems make such an 
interpretation unlikely. First, despite Mark’s reputation as the 
founder of the church in Alexandria, the stories told about him in the 
early church make no mention of his traveling to the fort at Babylon 
or other parts of Egypt. Second, there is no evidence from early 
Christian sources that that military post became a Christian center in 
the first few centuries A.D. 16 As one scholar has noted, a small military 
camp at the branch of the Nile does not seem like the likeliest place 
to locate the writing of this letter addressed to congregations in Asia 
Minor. 17 Third and finally, recent archaeological investigation has 
demonstrated that the fortress at the site of Babylon in Old Cairo 
was not built until the last decade of the third century, during the 
reign of the Roman emperor Diocletian (a.D. 284-305). 18 

In light of these problems, it is wise to look elsewhere for a solution. 
Most now opt to interpret “Babylon” metaphorically as a reference 
to the city of Rome. By the end of the first century, ancient Jewish 
and Christian apocalyptic writers both began using “Babylon” as a 
symbolic name for the imperial city. 19 In the early church, this 
symbolic usage is typified by the writer of Revelation (14:8; 16:19; 
17:5; 18:2, 10, 21), who envisions the fall of Babylon (Rome) as the 
result of God’s judgment. In ancient Jewish and Christian interpre¬ 
tation, Babylon was often remembered as a place of exile; thus, in 
the context of 1 Peter, the writer may be evoking Babylon at the 
conclusion of his letter to convey to his readers his sense of solidarity 
with them as “exiles of the Dispersion” (cf. his opening greeting in 
1:1). 20 In any case, both the contemporary use of “Babylon” as a 
coded reference to Rome and the context of 1 Peter itself would 
seem to support a Roman setting for the letter and for Mark’s asso¬ 
ciation with the apostle Peter in that setting. To find the earliest evi¬ 
dence for Mark’s association with the Egyptian church, one must 
look elsewhere. 
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The Earliest Sources and Traditions 
about Saint Mark as the Founder of the Egyptian Church 

The earliest undisputed witness to Saint Mark's role as founder of the 
church in Egypt is the fourth-century church historian, Eusebius of 
Caesarea. In his landmark History of the Church (completed in the year 
325), Eusebius writes: “Now, they say that this Mark was the first to have 
set out to Egypt to preach the gospel, which he had already written down 
for himself, and the first to have organized churches in Alexandria 
itself." 21 Several points are worth noting about Eusebius' account. 

First, Eusebius connects the tradition about Mark's founding of the 
Alexandrian church with the earlier traditions about Mark's writing of 
his gospel in Rome, and attempts to establish a basic chronology of 
Mark's ministry. In the paragraph preceding his account of Mark's 
mission in Alexandria, Eusebius relates how Mark wrote his gospel in 
Rome in response to personal appeals among the Christians in that city 
for him to write down the apostle Peter's teachings. 22 In fact, Eusebius 
cites Clement of Alexandria, and then refers to the writings of Papias 
of Hieropolis to confirm the tradition that Rome was the setting for 
the composition of Mark's gospel. (In the case of the latter, Eusebius 
notes how Papias understood the reference to Mark and the church in 
Babylon in 1 Peter in light of this Roman provenance.) Immediately 
after this, Eusebius enters into his account of how, while in Egypt, 
Mark preached from the gospel he had written. Here we see an example 
of how apostolic traditions were collected and “collated” in the early 
church. Thus, in his account, Eusebius brings together two separate 
regional traditions about Mark and sets them in order within an 
abbreviated chronological narrative. 

As an aside, Eusebius' concern with establishing an apostolic 
chronology is also evident in his work entitled the Chronicle , in which 
he places Mark's arrival in Alexandria in the third year of Claudius' 
reign, or A.D. 43. 23 The dating of Mark's arrival would become a con¬ 
tested issue in the history of the Egyptian church: different sources 
from the early and medieval church present dates that range from A.D. 
39 to the year 49 or 50. 24 The “official” medieval church history of the 
Copts, the History of the Patriarch s, eventually dated his arrival “in 
the fifteenth year after the Ascension of Christ” (ca. A.D. 48). 25 These 
divergent datings reflect the difficulty of the historical task in the early 
church: beginning with Eusebius, church writers tried to pinpoint the 
date of Mark's mission in Alexandria despite a preponderant lack of 
available information. 


Traditions about Saint Mark and the Founding of the Church in Egypt 


Second, what do we in fact know about Eusebius' sources of 
information regarding this tradition? While he attempts to establish 
a chronology of Mark's work in Rome and Egypt, Eusebius does not 
specify where he learned about the story of Mark’s founding of the 
Alexandrian church. In contrast to other places in his History where 
he credits previous writers as sources of information (as in the case of 
Mark's mission to Rome), Eusebius does not explicitly mention any 
written sources regarding Mark's activity in Alexandria. The language 
he uses (the Greek verb, phasin —“they say,” or “it is said”) may sug¬ 
gest that he is relying on hearsay or some form of orally-transmitted 
tradition, or alternatively it may refer to some unspecified written 
source. 26 In any case, given the context of the passage, it is likely that 
Eusebius is alluding to a by-then well-known tradition in the 
Egyptian church. 

Third and finally, Eusebius actually gives us very little information 
about Mark's mission to Alexandria. Indeed, we learn only that Mark 
preached “the gospel, which he had already written down,” a detail that 
may derive simply from Eusebius' attempt to combine the Roman and 
Alexandrian traditions about Mark into a coherent and unified historical 
narrative. Other than this, his account reads like a stereotypical summa¬ 
ry, reporting Mark's establishment of churches, and extolling the 
numerical success of his mission: “Such a great assembly of those 
who had come to believe in that place—both men and women— 
came together from his first effort . . . that Philo deemed their pas¬ 
times, gatherings, meals, and every other aspect of their life worthy 
of being recorded in writing.” 27 Even in adding this last detail about 
the nature and size of the community Mark founded, Eusebius 
betrays the limitations of his knowledge, as he mistakenly identifies 
the earliest Alexandrian church with a community of Jewish ascetics 
that the writer Philo of Alexandria documented in the first century 
A.D. 28 The relatively late date of Eusebius’ recording of this tradition 
about Mark, the sparseness of the information he provides, and his 
susceptibility to historical error in reporting this tradition have led 
many Western scholars to doubt the historicity of Mark’s reputation 
as the father of the Egyptian church. 29 For such scholars, the story 
of Mark’s establishment of churches in Alexandria is more easily 
explainable as a later attempt by the church to ground its history in 
the life of a revered, apostolic figure. Was this tradition about Saint 
Mark, then, simply a product of the historical consciousness of the 
fourth-century Alexandrian church? 
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While this judgment prevails among many Western scholars, in 
the last half century the situation has grown even more complicated 
with the discovery of a previously unknown letter attributed to the 
second-century writer Clement of Alexandria that refers to Mark’s 
mission in Alexandria. 30 The contents of the letter are controversial. 
The writer tells his recipient (a man named Theodore) about a secret 
gospel written by Mark while the evangelist was in Alexandria, and 
includes a fragment from that gospel, in which Jesus raises a youth 
from the dead and then receives him in a mysterious, nightlong ritual of 
initiation. This account of a secret gospel written by Mark in Alexandria 
is intriguing for our purposes, especially in light of the testimony of the 
late fourth-century theologian John Chrysostom that the evangelist 
wrote his gospel in Egypt. 31 

Unfortunately, however, the authenticity of this discovery remains 
the subject of heated debate. While some scholars have supported the 
claim that Clement was the original author of the letter, the issue of its 
authorship has also sparked strenuous opposition. 32 In fact, on the 
basis of the available textual evidence some critics have even raised the 
possibility that the work might be a modern forgery. 33 

That being said, if this letter proved to be authentic, it would provide 
us with our earliest evidence to date for the tradition locating Mark’s 
ministry in Alexandria. Like Eusebius, the writer of the letter links this 
Alexandrian tradition with the tradition surrounding Mark’s writing 
of his (canonical) gospel in Rome: 

[As for] Mark, then, during Peter’s stay in Rome he wrote [an 
account of] the Lord’s doings, not, however, declaring all [of 
them], nor yet hinting at the secret [ones], but selecting those he 
thought most useful for increasing the faith of those who were 
being instructed. But when Peter died as a martyr, Mark came 
over to Alexandria, bringing both his notes and those of Peter, 
from which he transferred to his former book the things suitable 
to whatever makes for progress toward knowledge [gnosis\. 
[Thus] he composed a more spiritual Gospel for the use of those 
who were being perfected. Nevertheless, he yet did not divulge 
the things not to be uttered, nor did he write down the hiero- 
phantic teaching of the Lord, but to the stories already written 
he added yet others and, moreover, brought in certain sayings 
of which he knew the interpretation would, as a mystagogue, 
lead the hearers into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden 
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by seven [veils]. Thus, in sum, he prearranged matters, neither 
grudgingly nor incautiously, in my opinion, and, dying, he left 
his composition to the church in Alexandria, where it even yet 
is most carefully guarded, being read only to those who are 
being initiated into the great mysteries. 34 

Interestingly, in this text, there is no mention of Mark’s founding 
of the church in Egypt. Indeed, the author’s words imply that there 
were already Christians in Alexandria when he arrived (“those who 
were being perfected”). The focus of the passage is upon Mark’s role 
as editor of the gospel he wrote in Rome, and his composition of “a 
more spiritual Gospel” in which he supplemented some of Peter’s 
secret teachings about Christ. It was this secret gospel that Mark is 
supposed to have left in the care of the Alexandrian church at his death. 

Even if authentic, this letter attributed to Clement ultimately gives 
us precious little information about Mark’s mission in Egypt. 
Moreover, when compared with the account of Eusebius, the text 
presents an inconsistent witness concerning his activity there. For 
example, according to Eusebius, Mark founded the church in 
Alexandria, while the letter attributed to Clement seems to imply the 
presence of Christians before Mark’s arrival. Furthermore, the letter 
reports that Mark wrote a “secret gospel” in Egypt, while Eusebius 
only mentions that he preached the gospel there. 

These apparent discrepancies and the questions surrounding the 
authenticity of the letter only leave church historians with further ques¬ 
tions. Was Mark, in fact, the founder of the Egyptian church? If so, what 
exactly did he do while he was there? Unfortunately, the earliest histor¬ 
ical sources do not allow us to answer these questions with any certain¬ 
ty. In the end, perhaps the best we can do is to heed the words of a recent 
Coptic scholar who, when faced with the difficulties in assessing this 
evidence, remarked that the historicity of Mark’s association with 
Alexandria, “though unprovable, should not be ruled out.” 35 

The Later Development of Traditions 
about Saint Mark in the Late Ancient and 
Early Medieval Egyptian Church 

The lack of information in the earliest written sources concerning 
Mark’s activities in Alexandria soon led to the rise of oral traditions 
that tried to fill in the historical gaps—that is, traditions that tried to 
answer the question of what Mark might have done and where he 
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might have gone while he was in the city. Eventually, these oral traditions 
were written down and recorded for posterity in the church. This 
process was an ongoing one throughout late antiquity and the early 
medieval period, as the Egyptian church continued to collect new stories 
that enhanced Mark’s reputation and expanded his legend. 

The Acts of Mark is one example of a source that has collected 
these early oral traditions and has set them within a larger narrative 
describing the details of Mark’s mission and martyrdom in 
Alexandria. 36 The Acts actually incorporates two streams of tradition 
within a single narrative. The first stream of tradition concerns 
Mark’s founding of the church in Alexandria and his encounter with 
a sandal-maker named Anianus (or Ananias, depending on the version), 
who would become his successor as leader of the Alexandrian church. 
The second stream of tradition concerns Mark’s martyrdom itself, and 
provides an explanation for the establishment of his martyr church on 
the outskirts of Alexandria. While the exact date of composition for 
the Acts of Mark is uncertain, these traditions are traceable at least to 
the late fourth or early fifth century. 37 

The first half of the Acts of Mark (chapters 1-5) describes in detail 
how Mark came to Egypt and founded the church there. 38 According to 
the account, among the apostles Mark was appointed by lot to evangelize 
Egypt and the surrounding areas (1.1). He first went to Cyrene in 
Pentapolis where he preached the gospel, performed miracles of healing 
and exorcism, and baptized many converts (2.1). However, while he was 
there, he received a vision that he should go to Alexandria (2.2). The next 
day, Mark sailed there by ship and arrived at a place in the city called 
Mendion (3.1). However, while he was entering the city, the strap of his 
sandal broke, and Mark was forced to seek out a local cobbler to mend 
it (3.1—4). As the cobbler was trying fix the sandal, he accidentally struck 
his hand and cried out in pain, “God is one (heis the os)” (3.5). This 
exclamation caught Mark’s attention (he saw it as a sign that he had 
come to the right place) and he promptly healed the cobbler’s hand 
(3.8). In thanks, the cobbler invited Mark back to his home for a meal 
(3.9—4.2). There, the cobbler asked him about the source of his healing 
power, and Mark began to preach to him about Jesus Christ, whom he 
calls “Son of God, Son of Abraham,” and about the prophets who spoke 
of him (4.3-7). As a result, the cobbler, whose name was Anianus 
(Ananias), believed in Christ and was converted, along with his entire 
household and many others living in his neighborhood (4.10-11). The 
news of these conversions angered some of the pagan “men of the city,” 
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who began to plot a way to kill Mark (5.1). However, Mark heard that 
his life was in danger and made plans to return to Pentapolis; before he 
did so, he ordained Anianus (Ananius) as bishop, along with three 
presbyters named Milaius, Sabinus, and Cerdo, seven deacons, and 
eleven others for “ecclesiastical service” in the Alexandrian church (5.2). 

The second half of the Acts of Mark (chapters 6-10) describes the 
series of events that led up to Mark’s martyrdom. After spending two 
years in Pentapolis (where he was busy ordaining bishops and clerics 
for that region), Mark returned to Alexandria and found that the 
people in the community there “had flourished in the grace and the 
faith of God, and had built a church for themselves” 39 in a place 
called Boukolou located near the sea (5.3-4), However, this state of 
affairs (and the news of Mark’s return) continued to anger the pagan 
populace of the city (6.1-2). That year a festival of the cult of the 
Egyptian god Serapis happened to fall on the same day as the 
church’s Easter celebration (7.1). Incited to take action, a crowd of 
pagans entered the church, seized Mark in the midst of the service, 
and dragged him through the streets of Alexandria until “all his flesh 
was falling on the ground and the rocks were stained by his blood” 
(7.2-4). When evening came, the crowd finally threw Mark—still 
alive and thanking God—into prison (8.1). That night, while Mark 
was praying, there was a great earthquake, and an angel appeared to 
him, addressing him with the words, “O Mark, servant of God, the 
foremost of the saints in Egypt, behold your name has been written 

•i 

in the book of eternal life and you have been counted among the holy 
apostles. Your memory will not be forsaken forever ...” (8.3). After 
the angel, Christ himself appeared to Mark, identifying him as “my 
evangelist” (8.6). In the morning, the pagan mob came and dragged 
Mark’s body through the city once again until he died (9.1-3). 
However, when the crowd tried to burn Mark’s body on a pyre (in a 
place called Angeloi), Christ, having foreseen their action, sent a violent 
storm that caused the crowd to disperse in terror (9.4-6). Finally, a 
group of the faithful came and took Mark’s body back to the church, 
prepared it for burial, and placed it in a stone tomb on the eastern 
outskirts of the city (10.1). According to this account, Mark’s death 
occurred on the thirtieth of the Egyptian month of Pharmouthi 
(April 25), the traditional feast day of Saint Mark in the Coptic 
church (10.2). 

I have summarized the Acts of Mark in detail in order to make 
several observations about the traditions it preserves. First of all, it has 
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been recognized that, despite its relatively late date, the Acts may contain 
elements that are, in fact, reminiscent of the very earliest social context 
of Christianity in Egypt. The monotheistic exclamation (“God is one!”), 
the name of the first convert Anianus, Mark’s references to Old 
Testament prophecy in his preaching about Christ, and the place names 
mentioned in the work all may recall vestiges of the social identity of the 
earliest church in Alexandria—a community composed largely of 
converts from Hellenistic Judaism. 40 

Second (and perhaps more importantly), the traditions preserved in 
the Acts of Mark reveal to the reader something about the emerging 
self-identity of the Egyptian church in late antiquity (i.e., the fourth 
and fifth centuries). The Acts itself functions as an etiology for the 
existence of the Alexandrian church—specifically, an attempt to 
explain the origins of the patriarchate itself and the church’s identity as 
a community founded on the blood of the martyrs. The Egyptian 
church’s identity as a “church of the martyrs” will be the subject of the 
next chapter: there, I will discuss the account of Mark’s martyrdom in 
more detail. Here, however, I want * to concentrate on Mark’s 
encounter with Anianus. What does this story tell us about Egyptian 
perceptions of the patriarchal (papal) office in late antiquity? 

As early as the fourth century, in Eusebius’ History of the 
Churchy Anianus was identified as “the first after Mark the evangelist” 
to assume responsibility for serving “the districts in Alexandria.” 41 
However, Eusebius provides no other information about Anianus or 
about how he was named as Mark’s successor. In the Acts of Mark , 
then, the story of Mark’s ordination of Anianus as bishop (and his 
ordination of the three presbyters) is an attempt to demonstrate and 
reaffirm the direct link between Saint Mark and his successors as 
bishops of Alexandria. Indeed, one of the three presbyters ordained 
by Mark in the story—Cerdo—is also recognized by Eusebius as the 
third successor to Mark as bishop of Alexandria. In this way, Mark’s 
meeting with Anianus in the Acts of Mark served as a “foundation 
legend” that helped the late antique Egyptian church make sense of 
its own (apostolic) history and leadership. 

This “foundation legend” exerted a strong influence over the liter¬ 
ature and art of the Egyptian church during the early medieval period. 
The History of the Patriarchs attributed to Sawirus ibn al-Muqaffa is 
one text that directly reflects this influence. 42 The work is actually a 
multi-generational compendium of Egyptian church history that relies 
on several early Coptic sources but was redacted and translated into 



Traditions about Saint Mark and the Founding of the Church in Egypt 


13 


Arabic in the eleventh century, 43 and it preserves the stories of Mark’s 
encounter with Anianus and of Mark’s martyrdom in the Acts almost 
verbatim. Yet, it also expands Mark’s legend even further by appending 
material from another (anonymous) source about Mark’s life as a 
young man before his mission to Egypt, in particular by placing 
emphasis upon Mark’s early association with the apostle Peter and his 
ability to perform miracles in the face of "pagan” resistance. Once again, 
in this later text as in the Acts , Mark’s association with the apostles and 
his spiritual power are understood to be fundamental for the identity 
of the Egyptian church he founded. 

Another interesting example of the influence of this legend about 
Mark is found in a series of eighth-century ivory reliefs preserved in 
Milan. 44 The ivories, probably commissioned in Egypt but produced 
by Syrian-trained artists, 45 depict scenes from Mark’s encounter with 
Anianus in the Acts . The first of the ivories seems to present a scene of 
Mark’s missionary work in Alexandria: in the relief, Mark holds his 
gospel in his hand and preaches to a small crowd, who stand before an 
architectural facade with a cityscape in the background (Fig. 2a). 46 In 
the second of the series, Mark heals the hand of Anianus, who sits on 
a cobbler’s stool with the buildings of Alexandria behind him (Fig, 
2b). 47 In the third ivory, Mark baptizes Anianus and two other 
unidentified, smaller figures, who stand in a river with the walls of 
Alexandria as a backdrop (Fig. 2c). 48 The fourth ivory shows Mark 
laying his hands on Anianus in front of a shell arcade, with four other 
figures looking on—a scene of Anianus’ ordination as bishop (Fig. 2d). 49 
The fifth ivory belonging to this same series is only partially preserved: 
Mark is depicted striding forward with a book under his arm—behind 
him, part of a man’s head appears at the left; to the right, there is a door 
visible (Fig. 2e). 50 Unfortunately, not enough details are present for a 
certain identification of the scene. 

The fragmentary nature of this fifth scene reminds us of the fact 
that this set of five ivories probably originally belonged to a larger 
series that included other scenes from Mark’s life and martyrdom. The 
size and shape of the ivories suggest that they may have originally been 
set in the panels of a wooden door to a church. A similar example of a 
carved door relief—in this case, all in wood and from the sixth century— 
survives from the Church of St. Barbara in Old Cairo. 51 Set within the 
panels of a door leading into an Egyptian church, the Milan ivories 
icting Mark’s missionary work in Alexandria and his ordination of 
Anianos would have had an important social function. They would not 
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only have reminded everyday Christians of the stories about their 
church’s origins, but also of the continuing identity of the church and 
its leadership as successors to Saint Mark. 

The Earliest Successors of Saint Mark: 

Apostolic Lineage and Orthodox Self-Definition 

“A Mere Echo and a Puff of Smoke”: 

Saint Mark’s Earliest Successors and the Silence of History 

During the first part of this chapter, I have traced the development of 
some of the most important traditions surrounding Saint Mark in the 
ancient and early medieval Egyptian church. Now, I want to return 
again to the first two centuries and to Mark’s immediate successors in 
the see of Alexandria. As I mentioned earlier, no sources earlier than 
Clement of Alexandria (late second or early third century A.D.) even 
mention Mark’s connection with the church in Egypt, and the authen¬ 
ticity of Clement’s testimony continues to be disputed. In the case of 
Mark’s successors, our sources are even later and less forthcoming. Of 
Anianus, nothing is known prior to Eusebius’ fourth-century 
account—and there, Eusebius merely records Anianus’ name as 
Mark’s first successor and provides no other information. If Eusebius 
knew anything about the story of Mark’s encounter with Anianus as it 
appears in the later Acts of Mark , he strangely had nothing to say about 
it in his History . Unfortunately, the same is the case for each of Mark’s 
first ten successors as bishop of Alexandria: Eusebius simply lists them 
in order without providing any substantive comments about their lives 
or accomplishments, A comparison of Eusebius’ comments about each 
reveals scarcely any variation, only a stark repetition of their order of 
succession and their years of rule: 

(2.24) When Nero was celebrating the eighth year of his reign, 
Anianus, as the first after Mark the evangelist, received the 
responsibility for serving the districts in Alexandria. 

(3.14) In the fourth year of Domitian, the first bishop of 
Alexandria, Anianus, died after having fulfilled twenty-two 
years (of service), and the second, Abilius, succeeded him. 

(3.21) Trajan succeeded Nerva after the latter had reigned a little 
more than a year. It was during Trajan’s first year that Cerdo 
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succeeded Abilius, who had presided over the districts of 
Alexandrian for thirteen years. Cerdo presided as the third bishop 
of that area after Anianus, the first. 

(4.1) About the twelfth year of Trajan's reign the bishop of the 
districts in Alexandria mentioned to us a little earlier passed 
away, and Primus was chosen to serve there as the fourth from 
(the time of) the apostles. 

(4.4) Around the same time (the third year of Hadrian’s reign) 
Justus succeeded Primus, who had passed away in the twelfth 
year of his leadership. 

(4.5) After a year and some months had passed, Eumenes took 
up the leadership of the districts belonging to the Alexandrians 
in the sixth election, the bishop before him having remained in 
office for eleven years. 

(4.11) At Alexandria Mark (Marcianus) was publicly 
declared pastor after Eumenes had fulfilled, in all, thirteen 
years (of service). 

(4.11) And when Mark took his rest from ten years of service, 
Celadion received the responsibility for serving the church of 
the Alexandrians. 

(4.19) But when Celadion had headed the districts of Alexandria 
for fourteen years, Agrippinus took up the succession. 

(5.9) In (the Emperor Commodus’) first year, Julian was 
entrusted with the archbishopric of the Alexandrian churches, 
with Agrippinus having fulfilled his service in twelve years. 

(5.22) At the same time (in the twelfth year of Commodus’ 
reign), after Julian had fulfilled his tenth year (of service), 
Demetrius was entrusted with the responsibility for serving the 
districts at Alexandria. 

It is only with Demetrius, the eleventh bishop after Mark, that we 
finally begin to get something other than the most stereotypical report. 



16 


The Succession of St. Mark 


Later, in Book 6 of his History of the Churchy Eusebius goes on to pro¬ 
vide more detailed information about Demetrius’ term of leadership, 
including his correspondence and his further efforts in the area of 
church organization (see chapter two). 52 

However, for much of the first two centuries we know almost 
nothing about those who served as bishops of Alexandria. Given the 
importance of Egypt as an ecclesiastical center in the early church and 
as a reservoir for the discovery of early Christian documents, the lack 
of information about the first two centuries of Egyptian church 
leadership has caused historians much consternation. In this context, 
Walter Bauer has written his famous words that the first ten 

4 

Alexandrian bishops “are and remain for us a mere echo and a puff of 
smoke.” 53 C.H. Roberts, another scholar specializing in early Egyptian 
Christianity, has also lamented the “obscurity that veils the early history 
of the Church in Egypt.” 54 What, then, is the reason for the deafening 
silence of our sources during this period? And how are we to under¬ 
stand the succession list that Eusebius provides in light of this silence? 

In his landmark and controversial study, Orthodoxy and Heresy in 
Earliest Christianity , Walter Bauer argued that the reason for the 
silence in the early sources about Egyptian church leadership in the first 
two centuries stems from the fact that this leadership was not yet well 
defined during this period, and that the dominant form of earliest 
Christianity in Egypt was of a Gnostic type that would later be con¬ 
sidered heretical by the larger church. As evidence for the presence of 
this unorthodox kind of Christianity, Bauer points to the existence of 
ancient Gnostic gospels from Egypt—especially the Gospel of the 
Egyptians and the Gospel of the Hebrews —which, in his opinion, 
represent a version of Christianity that predated the rise of orthodox, 
ecclesiastical forms. In Bauer’s view, orthodox faith and practice was 
only successfully imposed upon the Egyptian church toward the end of 
the second century during the reign of Demetrius (bishop of Alexandria 
from 189 to 231). 55 At that time, earlier Gnostic literature would have 
begun to be suppressed, and along with it the earliest historical records 
of Egyptian Christianity, Thus, the reason that Eusebius gives us so little 
information about the first ten orthodox bishops is simply that he never 
had much reliable, surviving information to work with: for Bauer, the 
bishops in his list are “a mere echo and a puff of smoke; and they 
scarcely could ever have been anything but that.” 56 

Bauer’s study has provided valuable insights into the processes by 
which “orthodoxy” was defined (or constructed) in the late second 
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century, and by which the emerging orthodox leadership. suppressed 
alternative forms of belief in the late second century. However, his 
argument that heresy preceded orthodoxy in the early Egyptian church 
has caused (as one might imagine) a considerable amount of controversy 
in ecclesiastical circles. In addition, it has also prompted criticism from 
certain scholars who believe that he went too far in his “argument from 
silence.” One of the most cogent critiques has been offered by C.H. 
Roberts, who has argued that Bauer failed to provide an accurate account 
of the diverse array of sources actually available to us from the first 
two centuries in Egypt. In his book entitled Manuscript , Society and 
Belief in Early Christian Egypt , Roberts reexamined the papyrological 
evidence for second-century Christianity in Egypt, and concluded 
that this evidence did not support Bauer’s thesis of a “heretical” or 
“Gnostic” hegemony. Of fourteen extant Christian Greek papyri 
that perhaps may be assigned a date before the year A.D. 200, only 
one (a fragment of the Gospel of Thomas) is debatably Gnostic. Of 
the remaining papyri, ten are biblical texts, while the others include 
an Unknown Gospel (not Gnostic in character), the Shepherd of 
Hermas , and Irenaeus’ anti-Gnostic treatise Against Heresies. 57 Most 
certainly, the Gospel of Thomas fragment and the papyrus with 
Irenaeus’ anti-Gnostic treatise give witness to the early presence of 
“heterodox” forms of Christianity in Egypt (albeit from very different 
perspectives). However, it is clear that “Gnosticism” (itself a phe¬ 
nomenological category that has recently been called into question 
by historical scholars) 38 is by no means the only Christian world 
view represented in the papyri. From this and other evidence from 
the period (including early Coptic writings), Roberts concludes that 
the situation of earliest Christianity in Egypt is better characterized 
as a “fluid” one, in which various types of Christians coexisted in a 
community not yet differentiated sharply along theological lines. 59 
Such a situation—in which church leadership roles were still in the 
process of being defined and negotiated—prevailed throughout the 
first two centuries of Egyptian church history. 

Defining Orthodoxy in the Late Second Century: 

Succession Lists and the Discourse of Apostolicity 

The late second century was a crucial time for the Egyptian church 
and its process of theological and ecclesiastical self-definition. The 
presence of a late second- or early third-century fragment of Irenaeus’ 
treatise Against Heresies in the Egyptian papyrological records testifies 
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loudly to this fact. 60 Written around the year 180 in Lugdunum 
(modern Lyons, France), the treatise was one of the earliest attempts 
in the Christian church to define the boundaries of “orthodox” faith 
and to label beliefs outside those boundaries as “heresies.” The Roman 
church utilized Irenaeus’ work in its nascent war against heresy, and— 
judging by the papyrological evidence—the treatise circulated quickly 
in the eastern Mediterranean world to Egypt, where it would have 
been used to similar purpose. 61 

Key strategies in this process of orthodox self-definition were 
discourses of apostolicity and the publication of succession lists. In 
antiquity, the concept of succession, or pedigree, was typically 
employed as a means to establish legitimacy and power in the face of 
competing claims to authority. The use of succession as an ideological 
and polemical concept predated the rise of Christianity and took two 
main forms: 1) intellectual pedigrees (e.g., pedagogical genealogies) and 
2) institutional pedigrees (e.g., royal dynasty lists). 62 Both types of 
succession rhetoric are attested in ancient Christianity. In the second 
century, various Christian teachers appealed to apostolic pedigrees to 
defend the authority of their theological instruction, while bishops 
(somewhat belatedly) began invoking the principle of succession to 
bolster their right to govern the church. 

In the churches at Alexandria and Rome, independent Christian 
teachers had been claiming apostolic authority for their own teaching 
since the early decades of the second century. The earliest evidence for 
such practice is connected with a Christian philosopher named 
Basilides who was active in Alexandria during the final years of the 
Emperor Hadrian’s rule (ca. A.D. 132-135). Specifically, Basilides 
identified himself as the student of a man named Glaucas, who had 
been an “interpreter” (hermeneus) of the apostle Peter. 63 Around the 
same time, a Christian Gnostic named Valentinus was making similar 
apostolic claims. A younger contemporary of Basilides, Valentinus 
likewise lived and taught in Alexandria during the early decades of the 
second century (sometime between the years 117 and 138). By 140, he 
had migrated to Rome, where he became a prominent instructor in the 
faith and attracted numerous students. In his case, Valentinus traced 
his apostolic connections through his teacher Theudas back to the 
apostle Paul. 64 Valentinus’ disciple Ptolemy, who was active in Rome 
around the year A.D. 150, alludes to this intellectual pedigree in his 
Letter to Flora when he talks about “the apostolic tradition, which 
even we have received by succession.” 65 
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For the earliest evidence of an apostolic genealogy conceived on 
institutional lines, we must turn once again to Irenaeus, who supplies 
us with our first succession list for Roman bishops almost fifty years 
after Basilides and Valentinus began their public teaching careers in 
Alexandria. In his treatise Against Heresies (ca. 180), Ireneaus lists the 
first twelve bishops of Rome between Peter and Eleutherius, and 
grounds that list on an apostolic claim: “It is available to all who truly 
desire to see in every church to observe the tradition of the apostles 
manifest in all the world, and we are able to enumerate those who were 
appointed bishops in the churches by the apostles, as well as their 
successors, down to our time.” 66 By defining an exclusive apostolic 
lineage of Roman bishops, Irenaeus sought to exclude from the church 
any leaders or teachers who claimed a different heritage. 

In Egypt, a similar impetus toward self-definition and the estab¬ 
lishment of more rigid standards of institutional succession seems to 
have gripped the church in the final decade of the second century, a 
process undoubtedly spurred on by the circulation of Irenaeus’ anti- 
Gnostic treatise and by the leadership of Demetrius, the first 
Alexandrian bishop for whom we have specific biographical informa¬ 
tion. 67 The succession list of early Egyptian bishops that was eventu¬ 
ally handed down to Eusebius (see discussion above) was probably 
originally compiled and published during this period, perhaps even by 
bishop Demetrius himself. As such, it reflects a self-conscious attempt 
by the late second-century Egyptian church leadership to define its 
apostolic pedigree in terms of a succession of bishops, and to counter 
and combat independent teachers like Basilides and Valentinus who 
claimed a different kind of apostolic authority for their own instruction. 

Thus, the late second century witnessed a sharp conflict between 
two models of authority in the Alexandrian church. In this period, 
Christian bishops like Demetrius began to claim apostolic sanction 
for their administrative leadership of the church. Through the publi¬ 
cation of episcopal succession lists, the ecclesiastical leadership 
increasingly moved to suppress alternative, academic (i.e., intellectual) 
sources of authority in the church. Most prominent among these 
were the apostolic claims of certain circles of Christian philosophers 
and Valentinian Gnostics who had previously (in the absence of 
strong bishops) wielded considerable social influence in the 
Alexandrian church. 

Interestingly enough, while the emerging episcopal hierarchy in 
Alexandria proved successful in ostracizing the intellectual heirs of 
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Basilides and Valentinus and relegating them to sectarian status, other 
non-clerical academic models survived within the bounds of the 
church. In particular, two well-known Christian academicians, 
Clement (ca. A.D. 160-215) and Origen (ca. 185-253), were tolerated 
(at least for a time) by bishop Demetrius and achieved public recognition 
as representatives of an Alexandrian theological school. Significantly, 
both of these men employed the rhetoric of apostolic succession as a 
stamp or guarantee of their own theological orthodoxy. Clement of 
Alexandria describes his apostolic teaching lineage in almost biological 
terms. Speaking of his own teacher Pantaenus (regarded in tradition as 
the first head of the Alexandrian catechetical school) and Pantaenus 5 
other students, Clement remarks: “Now these men, preserving the 
true tradition of the blessed teaching straight from the holy apostles 
Peter and James, John and Paul, receiving as a son from a father . . . 
came with God, depositing those ancestral, apostolic seeds even up to 
our time.” 68 A generation later, Origen would emphasize the same 
point: “The teaching of the church is preserved unaltered handed 
down in unbroken succession from the apostles and existing to this 
day in the churches.” 69 

In the end, however, such rhetoric could not prevent the scholastic 
tradition of Clement and Origen from coming into conflict with the 
emerging power of the Alexandrian episcopate. In the next chapter, I 
shall discuss Origen’s increasingly rocky relationship with bishop 
Demetrius, and the concerted steps Demetrius and his successors took 
to regulate and control the teaching office of the Alexandrian church 
in an era of persecution. 
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Bishops, Teachers, and Martyrs 

The Shaping of Episcopal Authority in 
an Age of Persecution (Demetrius to Peter I) 


W ith the election of Demetrius as bishop of Alexandria in 

189, the history of the Egyptian church entered a new era. 
During this era, Demetrius and his successors began to 
make concerted efforts to consolidate their authority in the Egyptian 
church. This consolidation of authority was nowhere more evident 
than with regard to the teaching office of the church. The first part of 
chapter two will focus especially on the relationship between the epis¬ 
copal leadership and the church’s theological school in Alexandria. 

Little concrete historical information survives concerning the activity 

* 

of the earliest Alexandrian bishops prior to 189. However, in the last 
decade of the second century, beginning with Demetrius’ rule, the 
sources suddenly become more forthcoming, providing us with evi¬ 
dence from which we can begin to reconstruct more precisely the 
social role of the church leadership in Alexandria. 

These early attempts by the Alexandrian bishops to consolidate 
their authority and to begin to stake out the boundaries of theological 
orthodoxy were made more urgent by a new, external threat—the 
threat of persecution. While Christians during the first two centuries 
were occasionally subject to outbreaks of local hostility, it was only in 
the third century that churches in Egypt began to experience more 
widespread, systematic forms of persecution. Indeed, from the beginning 
of the third century to the first decade of the fourth century, the 
Egyptian church was wracked by three periods of intense persecution, 
separated by longer stretches of sometimes-uneasy calm: the Severan 
persecution (202-206), the Decian persecution (249-251), and the 
Diocletianic (or “Great”) persecution (303-311). The second part of 
this chapter will concern the issues raised by the latter two persecutions 
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for the leadership of the Egyptian church. How did the Alexandrian 
bishops continue to consolidate their authority in the face of such a 
threat? And finally, how was the identity of the Egyptian church and its 
leadership shaped by the experience of persecution and martyrdom? 

The Bishop of Alexandria and 
the Alexandrian Catechetical School 

In antiquity, Alexandria earned an international reputation as a center 
of learning. 1 The Alexandrian Museum (“Shrine of the Muses”), 
established early in the Ptolemaic period (323-30 B.C.), became an 
academic think tank, research center, and social club for the intellec¬ 
tual elite. There, even Roman emperors like Claudius and Hadrian 
came to give lectures and participate in debates. Founded at around 
the same time and situated nearby, the Great Library of Alexandria 
served the clientele of the Museum. By ancient standards, the size of 
the Library collection was staggering—in its heyday, the Library is 
reported by some ancient writers to have contained as many as four 
(or even seven) hundred thousand rolls of papyri. Modern statistical 
calculations have shown such figures to be considerably inflated—an 
estimate in the tens of thousands is probably more accurate—but 
that is not to diminish the fact that the Alexandrian collection was 
“comprehensive for its time.” 2 In any case, the size of the Library 
eventually led to the creation of a separate branch elsewhere in the 
city at the Serapeum, the temple complex dedicated to the Egyptian 
god Serapis—today, visitors to the remains of the Serapeum can still 
see ancient wall niches that may have originally been used to hold 
those books. 3 

While Alexandria had long enjoyed its reputation as a center of 
literary scholarship and scientific enquiry—boasting such lights as 
Callimachus and Apollonius of Rhodes in the field of poetry and 
Euclid, Archimedes, Eratosthenes, and Herophilus in the fields of 
mathematics, physical mechanics, geography, and medicine—by the 
end of the Ptolemaic period the most publicized scholarly work at the 
Museum was taking place in the area of philosophy. During the period 
from the first century B.c. to the second century A.D., Middle Platonic 
philosophy—an eclectic form of Platonism that borrowed extensively 
from Stoicism and other schools of thought—became very popular in 
both intellectual and popular circles. This philosophical ethos would 
come to have a profound influence on early Christian theologians who 
lived and worked in Alexandria. 4 
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It should not be surprising then that Alexandrian Christians, raised 
in the shadow of the Alexandrian Library and philosophical academy, 
soon developed their own institutions of learning. Indeed, in late 
antiquity, the Alexandria church became renowned throughout the 
Mediterranean world for its theological academy (often referred to as 
the Alexandrian “catechetical school”), and for the biblical and philo¬ 
sophical scholarship of its teachers. 

The roots of the Alexandrian catechetical school are difficult to trace 
with certainty. As with his succession list of Alexandrian bishops, the 
historian Eusebius attempts to trace a lineage of academic leadership for 
the school, identifying three men—Pantaenus, Clement, and Origen— 
as early heads of the institution. Pantaenus is the first person to be 
associated with the leadership of the catechetical school, even though 
Eusebius seems to imply that the school was in existence even before 
Pantaenus became its head. Concerning the school, he writes, “From 
ancient times, there was an established custom among them of having 
an academy for sacred learning.” 5 Of Pantaenus himself, we actually 
know quite little. Eusebius describes him as a philosophical theologian 
who was influenced by Stoic thought and whose legacy as principal of 
the catechetical school apparently included a corpus of writings. 6 
Among Pantaenus’ disciples was Clement of Alexandria, who recog¬ 
nizes his indebtedness to him in his writings and who, according to 
Eusebius, became the next head of the catechetical school after 
Pantaenus’ death. 7 Finally, in A.D. 202, Origen, who is identified by 
Eusebius as one of Clement’s students, became the third in this line of 
academic principals when Clement left Alexandria during the Severan 
persecutions. 8 

Unfortunately, the historical relationship between Pantaenus, 
Clement, and Origen is not as easy to characterize as Eusebius would 
want to suggest. It is especially curious that Origen himself never 
mentions Clement by name in any of his extant writings. 9 Different 
explanations have been offered for Origen’s reticence concerning 
Clement—perhaps a doctrinal disagreement over Clement’s use of the 
term “gnostic,” 10 perhaps a reluctance on the part of Origen to associate 
himself with views of Clement not in favor with Demetrius, the bishop 
of Alexandria, 11 or perhaps even a strong difference of opinion con¬ 
cerning the proper response to persecution. 12 In any case, the silence 
in Origen’s writings concerning his supposed predecessor has led 
some to raise questions about Eusebius’ account of an orderly succes¬ 
sion of leadership at the catechetical school. 13 
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It has been argued quite persuasively that prior to Origen there was 
actually no formal theological "academy” in Alexandria (only a com¬ 
mon "school of thought”), and that it was only after bishop Demetrius 
entrusted Origen with responsibility for “elementary instruction” (he 
ton grammatikon logon didaskalia) in the church that such an institution 
was officially established. 14 Prior to that, theological instruction in the 
church may have been conducted on a more independent basis, with 
teachers like Pantaenus and Clement (like Basilides and Valentinus 
before them) attracting small groups of philosophically-inclined 
Christians as disciples. In this context, Eusebius’ inclusion of Pantaenus 
and Clement in his “succession list” may reflect more his general 
concern with establishing the antiquity of church teaching traditions 
than with any formally organized, institutional reality already existing in 
the late second century. 15 

In any case, regardless of when the catechetical school was founded— 
either at the time of Origen or at some earlier stage—it is clear that 
Demetrius’ appointment of Origen as head of the school marked an 
important juncture in the Alexandrian bishop’s attempts to organize 
and regulate the teaching office of the church. Eusebius notes that, prior 
to Origen, “no one was dedicated to the elementary instruction of 
Alexandria Christian teaching, as everyone had left under threat of 
persecution.” 16 Apparently, Origen had recognized this need even 
before his official appointment by Demetrius: Eusebius tells us that 
Origen had been approached by “some from the pagans who had heard 
the Word of God,” and that Origen subsequently began instructing 
them in private. 17 In this context, Demetrius’ appointment of Origen— 
whether it represented the founding of a formal school or the reform of 
previous practice—takes on new significance. Undoubtedly, Demetrius’ 
action was designed to meet the needs of a church that lacked adequate 
resources for educating new converts in the face of persecution, but it 
was also an attempt to bring Alexandrian catechetical teaching more 
directly under the control of the bishop. 

Demetrius’ efforts to exert his authority over the teaching office of 
the church eventually became a source of tension between him and his 
appointee Origen. 18 Before becoming head of the catechetical school, 
Origen had been trained as a teacher of Greek literature (grammateus) 
and had also sat at the feet of Ammonius Saccas, one of the masters at 
the Alexandrian philosophical academy. 19 In his time as head of the 
catechetical school in Alexandria, from 202 to 234, Origen put this 
philological and philosophical training to good use, producing an 
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impressive corpus of writings, including a work of textual criticism 
comparing different manuscripts of the Old Testament (the Hexapla ), 
a number of biblical commentaries (on Psalms 1-25, Lamentations, 
Genesis, and the Gospel of John), and his masterwork of speculative 
and systematic theology entitled On First Principles. Given his intel¬ 
lectual interest in exploring deeper matters of theology, Origen soon 
found the limitations of offering only "elementary instruction” to be 
too restrictive. A brief trip to visit the church in Rome may have 
exacerbated such feelings in him: Eusebius reports that, although 
Origen was ostensibly enthusiastic to resume his teaching upon his 
return, Demetrius "still urged and all but begged him to continue to 
give assistance to the brethren without hesitation.” 20 

Demetrius’ efforts to channel (and perhaps restrain) Origen’s 
intellectual energies would prove to be in vain. Shortly after his return 
from Rome, Origen—seeing that “he would not be able to breathe if 
he could not engage in deeper, scholarly discussion of theology, or the 
examination and interpretation of sacred writings, over and above the 
basic catechetical instruction (katexesis) of those who were coming and 
meeting with him”—decided to institute a reform to the organization 
of the catechetical school. He divided the school into two divisions: 
one for "elementary instruction” (eisagoge) and one for “those who 
have attained a state of intellectual maturity.” 21 He assigned the former 
to one of his students, Heraclas. The latter—the division of advanced 
studies—he assigned to himself. Eusebius’ language gives no indication 
that Demetrius was involved in this reorganization, and perhaps this 
was a factor that contributed to the rising tensions between the two. In 
any case, the reforms that Origen instituted—designed to bring his 
teaching and research closer together and to give his students an 
opportunity for advanced work—may have been viewed by Demetrius 
as a subtle betrayal of the original vision of the school, namely, to 
provide basic catechetical instruction for those inquiring about con¬ 
version to the Christian faith. 

The tension between Demetrius and Origen eventually led to 
Origen’s departure from Alexandria. In his History of the Church , 
Eusebius writes that Origen left Alexandria secretly when "no small 
warfare was rekindled in the city,” and settled for a time in Caesarea of 
Palestine, where he was invited to give public lectures on biblical 
interpretation. 22 For a long time, scholars thought that the phrase, "no 
small warfare,” referred to a massacre of Alexandrian citizens instigated 
by the Emperor Caracalla in the year 215. Yet, there is no indication 
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that Caracalla’s action targeted Christians, or that Origen would have 
felt especially threatened by what has become known as “Caracalla’s 
fury.” More recently, the French scholar Pierre Nautin has argued that 
Eusebius, in referring to this local “warfare,” was, in fact, alluding to 
the ecclesiastical conflict that had erupted between Demetrius and 
Origen, a conflict that may have induced Origen to take temporary 
leave of his position in Alexandria. 23 

As mentioned before, Demetrius’s primary concern throughout his 
episcopacy seems to have been to reassert the institutional authority of 
the bishop and to standardize church organization. This is illustrated by 
his response to Origen’s leave-taking. The Alexandrian bishop wrote a 
letter to his counterparts in Jerusalem and Caesarea criticizing them for 
allowing Origen, a layperson, to preach in the presence of bishops, 
contending that this was something that “had never been heard of and 
had never taken place” in the church before. (The Palestinian bishops 
responded by enumerating examples in other locales where laypersons 
were called upon to assist the clergy in preaching.) Eventually, 
Demetrius, by writing a more conciliatory letter and sending a delegation 
of deacons to Palestine, managed to persuade Origen to return to 
Alexandria. 24 However, the detente between the two would not be 
permanent. By the year 231, Origen had decided to leave Alexandria for 
the final time, traveling again to the church in Caesarea, where he was 
persuaded to be ordained as a priest and to set up his own school. 25 

Demetrius’ reaction to Origen’s final departure and his ordination 
sheds further light on the social construction of episcopal authority in 
early Christian Egypt. Angered by what he considered an intrusion upon 
his jurisdiction as a bishop, Demetrius wrote a series of letters to the 
bishops of the other dioceses in the Mediterranean world, protesting the 
irregularity of Origen’s ordination. 26 The significance of Demetrius’ 
correspondence, along with his earlier letter to the bishops of Jerusalem 
and Caesarea, should not be underestimated, as they represent the 
earliest documented attempts by an Alexandrian bishop to coordinate 
canonical policy and to raise ecumenical support for his local episcopal 
authority. In this case, Demetrius’ letter-writing campaign had an 
observable effect: his excommunication of Origen was supported by a 
Roman church synod and a number of other church centers (with only 
the bishoprics of Palestine, Arabia, Phoenicia, and Achaia voicing dis¬ 
sent). 27 Demetrius’ eventual successor, Heraclas would also uphold this 
sentence of excommunication of Origen (despite the fact that he had been 
a pupil and colleague of Origen at the Alexandrian catechetical school). 
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Another important consequence of Origen’s departure from 
Alexandria was a change in the organization and leadership of the 
catechetical school. When Origen relocated to Palestine, he effectively 
took with him the division for advanced study he had established as 
head of the catechetical school (along with his sizeable personal 
library). 28 In Caesarea, he resumed his teaching, attracting a new cadre 
of students and establishing an extensive library collection for theo¬ 
logical research—one that Eusebius of Caesarea would make use of 
seventy-five years later in the writing of his History of the Church. In 
Alexandria, only the division for “elementary instruction” remained, 
with Origen’s former pupil Heraclas as its head. At the time of 
Origen’s departure, there seems to have been no attempt to reestablish 
an institute for higher theological education in the city. 29 

With Origen out of the picture, the catechetical school in 
Alexandria became more intimately linked with the authority of the 
bishop. This is illustrated by the fact that, after Demetrius’ death in 233 
(only two years after Origen’s departure), it was Heraclas, the recently 
installed head of the catechetical school, who succeeded him as bishop 
of Alexandria. The succession of Heraclas (231-247) set an important, 
new precedent for the selection and promotion of episcopal candi¬ 
dates. For the rest of the third century, the Alexandrian bishopric 
would be filled exclusively by candidates who had previously served as 
heads of the catechetical school. Heraclas’ immediate successors, 
Dionysius (247-264), Maximus (264-282), and Theonas (282-300), all 
served in that capacity before their elevation to the office of bishop. 30 
This method of promotion reflects another way that the catechetical 
school was increasingly brought under auspices and authority of the 
Alexandrian episcopacy. As a consequence, Heraclas and those who 
came after him were ultimately able to exert more direct control over 
the teaching office of the church. 

Heraclas’ role in trying to define and defend orthodox teaching is 
personally attested by his successor Dionysius in one of his letters. 
Dionysius writes, “I inherited this rule and example from our blessed 
pope Heraclas,” and then goes on to describe how Heraclas disciplined 
students “who associated with one of the heterodox teachers.” 31 Here, 
for the first time in our sources, the bishop of Alexandria is accorded 
the title of “Pope” (in Greek, papas) fifty years before that same title 
was applied to the bishop of Rome. 32 Originally, the Greek term papas 
simply meant “father,” but it increasingly came to be applied as a formal 
title of respect for the archbishops of Alexandria and of Rome. 33 It is 
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significant that Dionysius first uses this title in describing Heraclas’ 
efforts to provide a “rule and example” guiding the regulation of 
church teaching. As such, the use of the title “Pope,” from its incep¬ 
tion, evoked the process by which Alexandrian episcopal authority 
was consolidated and expanded during the first half of the third 
century. 


The “Church of the Martyrs” 

Episcopal Leadership in an Age of Persecution 

Dionysius of Alexandria and the Decian Persecution 

Just a year after Dionysius’ election as bishop in 247, the world of the 
Alexandrian church was thrown into turmoil when an unruly mob 
rose up against the Christians in that city. In a letter written later to 
bishop Fabius of Antioch, Dionysius describes how the ringleader of 
the mob, a pagan prophet, incited them to attack local Christians by 
“rekindling their local superstition.” 34 

First, they carried off an old man named Metras, and commanded 
him to say impious words. When he did not obey, they struck his 
body with wooden clubs, stabbed his face and his eyes with sharp 
reeds, led him to the suburbs, and stoned him to death. 

Others suffered a similar fate: a female convert named Quinta was 
dragged through the city, beaten and stoned to death; an old woman 
named Apollonia had her teeth knocked out and was burned to death; 
and finally, a man named Serapeum was tortured, had his limbs bro¬ 
ken, and was then thrown off the upper story of a building. 35 

This outburst of local violence against the Christians in Alexandria 
flamed out quickly—Dionysius reports that the uprising soon 
devolved into factional fighting and civil war and that the focus of the 
violence shifted away from the Christians (“we enjoyed a brief 
respite”). 36 However, this reprieve would not last. After a new emper¬ 
or, Decius, took office in 249, another, much larger, wave of persecu¬ 
tion would strike. In contrast to earlier outbreaks of violence against 
the Christians (which, like the events in the summer of 248, were large¬ 
ly sparked by local unrest), 37 the persecutions initiated by Decius were 
systematic, widespread (although varying in intensity), and govern¬ 
ment-sponsored, affecting Christians not only in Egypt, but all 
throughout the Mediterranean world. 
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In his letter to Fabius of Antioch, Dionysius describes the beginning 
of the Decian persecution as the arrival of “the edict.” Early in the year 
250, Decius published an edict requiring citizens in the empire to 
sacrifice to the Roman gods. Originally, this edict probably represented 
an attempt by Decius to restore traditional Roman discipline in the 
army and traditional Roman mores in the larger society. 38 Government 
officials supervised the administration of the sacrifices, and official 
certificates (called libelli) were issued to verify that individuals had 
sacrificed. These libelli followed a standardized formula, and more 
than forty examples have been preserved on Egyptian papyri, all dating 
from mid-June to mid-July 250. 39 

Christians in Egypt responded to the edict and the call to sacrifice 
in a variety of ways. Dionysius describes how many capitulated and 
renounced their faith: 

Everyone has been cowering out of fear. This has also been the 
case for many of the most prominent citizens: some immediately 
began presenting themselves (to the magistrate) because they 
were afraid; others who were working for the state were led (to 
sacrifice) by career concerns; still others were dragged forward 
by their neighbors. . .. Some came forward pale and trembling 
. . . but some others ran more readily toward the altars, insisting 
overboldly that they had never before been Christians. 40 

Dionysius goes on to describe the fate of other Christians who sub¬ 
mitted to imprisonment and torture only to relent and sacrifice in the 
end. Still others seem to have gotten their slaves to sacrifice for them 
or bribed officials to issue them counterfeit libelli . 41 

Not all Christians capitulated, however. Some remained faithful, 
even in the face of imprisonment, torture, and death. Dionysius him¬ 
self names fifteen more Egyptian Christians who perished during this 
wave of persecutions and describes the atrocities they suffered: four 
had their flesh dissolved by quicklime, one was beheaded, one was 
burned alive, four (all women) died by the sword, four were torn in 
pieces and then burned, and one was disemboweled with a sharp 
stick. 42 Those who were imprisoned because they confessed their faith 
publicly were called “confessors” (homologates). The courage of the 
Egyptian confessors as they awaited their deaths quickly became a 
rallying point for the Christian community: among the rank and file, 
the confessors were thought to possess a special charisma , or spiritual 
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authority, that made them qualified to forgive sins in a church whose 
institutional leadership had been largely decimated or dispersed. 43 

Indeed, the first stage of the Decian persecution seems to have 
especially targeted the church leadership (bishops and clergy). 44 
During January of 250, Fabian, the bishop of Rome, was arrested, 
bishop Alexander of Jerusalem (along with Origen) was imprisoned 
and tortured in Palestine (both would later die as a result of their 
wounds), and Babylas of Antioch was martyred. Dionysius of 
Alexandria and Cyprian of Carthage managed to escape persecution 
by fleeing their capital cities: from their places of hiding both tried to 
direct church affairs and offer pastoral guidance by means of letters. 
However, almost two years later, when the persecutions suddenly 
came to an end after the Emperor Deems’ death, their decision to go 
into hiding would raise problems for their leadership of the church. 
Both Dionysius and Cyprian were forced to defend themselves 
against accusations that their flight was a sign of cowardice and that 
they had abandoned the church in its hour of need. Why should the 
church honor a leader who had hidden himself away while faithful 
Christians were going to their deaths? 

In Cyprian’s case, he would argue in his own defense that his 
decision to hide was “for the safety of the brethren” (i.e., so that the 
church would not be such a visible target) and that his numerous 
pastoral letters allowed him, while absent in body, to be still present 
“in spirit.” 45 As for Dionysius, he presented himself as one who had been 
fully expecting to be martyred (and who faced that expectation bravely), 
but whose plans were ultimately thwarted by divine providence. In a 
later letter, he writes: 

I speak even as in the presence of God, and he knows whether I 
am lying. I did not give any thought to myself, nor did I conceive 
of my flight apart from God. But earlier, when the persecution 
had been instituted by Decius, Sabinus in that very hour sent a 
police agent (frumentarius) to search for me, and I remained at 
home for four days awaiting his arrival. But even though he 
went around searching everywhere ... he was smitten with 
blindness and did not find the house. For he did not believe 
that I, being an object of persecution, would remain at home. 
It was only after four days, after God commanded me to 
change location and miraculously paved the way, that I went 
out, along with the young men and many of the brethren. The 



The “Church of the Martyrs 9 


31 


events that happened next—during which perhaps I became 
useful to some—demonstrated that this was a work of God’s 
providence. 46 

While Dionysius alludes here to the usefulness of his continued 
pastoral role during his self-imposed exile, he grounds his defense of his 
flight in language his critics would have understood well—a discourse 
of divine guidance and miraculous intervention, perhaps mixed with a 
tinge of pious victimization (in the letter, he casts himself as “an object 
of persecution”). 

This discourse becomes more pronounced when Dionysius 
describes how he was later captured and imprisoned by soldiers, but 
then miraculously rescued by a group of local, pagan villagers who had 
learned of his plight. Here, Dionysius portrays himself as a most 
reluctant participant in his own rescue: 

Then, having understood why they had come, I cried out, begging 
and beseeching them to go away and leave me alone. If they 
wanted to do something good, they ought to waylay the ones 
who abducted me and cut off my head themselves. While I was 
shouting such things, as those who are my companions and 
partners in all things know, they lifted me up by force. I began 
to stretch myself back on the floor, but they, having grabbed 
hold of my hands and dragging my feet, carried me out, and the 
witnesses (martyres) of all of these events—Gaius, Faustus, 
Peter, and Paul—followed. These witnesses, having picked me 
up in a rushing motion, took me out of the village. And, having 
put me upon a bareback donkey, they led me away. 47 

The scene Dionysius describes seems almost comedic, but his 
carefully crafted self-presentation in this letter actually had quite serious 
implications for his role and authority as bishop. By showing himself 
to be a bishop who had been dragged away from the martyr’s altar 
kicking and screaming (and who had witnesses to prove it), Dionysius 
was seeking legitimacy in the eyes of those in the church who had 
suffered, and who would not abide a leader who had not actually suffered 
in solidarity with them. His need to defend his actions in the aftermath 
of the persecution sheds further light on his letter to Fabius of Antioch 
(introduced earlier), where he extols “the divine martyrs among us,” 
enumerating their tortures and describing “how many and how great 
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were the terrors that befell us.” 48 Like his description of his own brief 
imprisonment, Dionysius’ chronicling of the martyrs’ stories would 
have had a similar rhetorical function of underscoring his solidarity 
with those who had suffered and died for the faith. Thus, in the corre¬ 
spondence of Dionysius of Alexandria, one sees for the first time how 
an Alexandrian bishop began to utilize the early Christian discourse 
of holy suffering to shape the identity of the Egyptian church as a 
church of heroic martyrs, and to shape perceptions of his own episcopal 
leadership in the midst of persecution. 49 

In the aftermath of the persecution, Dionysius would face an even 
thornier challenge to his authority as bishop, and this challenge 
appeared on two separate but related fronts. First, the Egyptian church 
(like Cyprian’s church in North Africa) was confronted with the 
dilemma of what to do with those who had apostatized—that is, those 
who had denied their faith during the persecution. With the cessation of 
the persecution in 251, many of these lapsed Christians made petitions 
to be readmitted into the church. Second, the church was also faced with 
the challenge of what to do with confessors who had been released from 
the prisons. As mentioned above, while in prison, these confessors had 
been credited with the spiritual authority to forgive sins, an authority 
previously reserved for the bishops alone. What status should the 
confessors have in the church now that the persecution was over? 

To complicate matters, some of the confessors, independent of the 
bishop, began welcoming those who had “lapsed” back into the 
church. Thus, in his letter to the bishop of Rome, Dionysius was not 
simply interested in describing Alexandrian suffering; he was also 
seeking advice about how he should handle the situation of those who 
had been pardoned by the confessors: 

Shall we stand with them (i.e., the confessors), as ones who 
share the same opinion? Shall we defend their judgment and 
their favor? Shall we be merciful to those who have been shown 
mercy by them? Or shall we deem their judgment wrong, set 
ourselves up as the examiners of their conscience, cause grief to 
their kindness, and undercut their position? 50 

One can see how bishops like Dionysius of Alexandria and 
Cyprian of Carthage found themselves stuck between a rock and a 
hard place. On the one hand, if they simply upheld the confessors’ 
pardons, they would effectively validate their claim to having an 
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authority in the church independent of the bishop. On the other hand, 
if the bishops condemned their actions, they would run the risk of 
losing the confessors’ crucial grassroots support and attracting further 
criticism regarding their own actions during the persecution. 

In the case of Cyprian, he astutely negotiated a compromise solution 
to this vexing problem: he decided to appoint two young confessors as 
readers (lectores) for the church community in Carthage, and, while he 
did not immediately ordain them as presbyters, he offered them a salary 
commensurate with the rank of clergy. Cyprian’s brilliant solution was 
grounded in the social conventions of ancient patron-client relationships. 
His appointment of these confessors as paid lectores was meant “to 
enhance the status of his new clients” and, at the same time, to win for 
himself (as high patron of the church) the loyalty of the people who had 
been granted pardon by the confessors. 51 

We know much less about how Dionysius responded to this same 
dilemma. Like Cyprian, he seems to have tried to carve out a middle 
ground between the lenience of the confessors and the intransigence of 
the more hard-line members of the church, who saw sacrifice during 
the persecution as tantamount to the unforgivable sin. In Dionysius’ 
letter to the bishop of Antioch, for example, one gets a sense of how he 
tried to impose more specific penitential standards for the readmission 
of the lapsed—often postponing their readmission until right before 
the time of death—while at the same time presenting himself (along 
with the confessors) as an advocate for their ultimate absolution. In 
this letter, Dionysius relates the story of a man named Serapion, an old 
Christian who had sacrificed during the persecution. He describes how 
Serapion finally received the Eucharist on his deathbed after numerous 
unsuccessful appeals for readmission to the church. The administration 
of the sacrament was irregular—his young grandson had to bring him 
the elements from the local priest, who was also sick in bed. However, 
Dionysius reaffirms the validity of the rite, saying that he had ordered 
that “those who were departing from this life, if they wanted it, and 
especially if they happened to have made petition previously, should 
be forgiven.” 52 

When Eusebius reports on the many letters Dionysius wrote on the 
subject of repentance, he may be giving us a further clue of how the 
bishop exercised his skill in correspondence as a way to address the 
concerns of different constituencies within the church. Judging by 
Eusebius’ account, Dionysius seems to have written a total of at least 
seven letters on repentance, including correspondence with the 
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churches in Antioch, Laodicea, Armenia, and Rome, as well as three 
more letters directed to the churches in Alexandria and Upper Egypt. 53 
Thus, at the same time that he was negotiating a solution to the problem 
of the confessors at home, Dionysius was also working to strengthen 
the bonds between Alexandria and other episcopal sees throughout the 
Mediterranean. 

Before his death in 264, Dionysius would experience a renewal of 
persecution in 257 under the emperor Valerian. In some of his later 
correspondence, he presents detailed accounts of his imprisonment, 
trial, and exile to Libya—accounts he hoped would further demon¬ 
strate his solidarity with the confessors. Writing from exile, he 
describes how he had been “forcibly dragged away” and “confined in 
a desolate and dry place in Libya.” There, a small group of presbyters 
went underground and secretly made pastoral visits to the belea¬ 
guered Christian inhabitants of the city. Among these presbyters was 
the man who would eventually succeed him as bishop of 
Alexandria—Maximus. 54 

Dionysius* episcopacy was forged in the fire of persecution, and yet 
the final years of his reign would witness his return from exile and the 
inauguration of an extended period of peace for the church. After the 
emperor Valerian was captured by the Persians in 260, his imperial 
successor Gallienus issued two edicts (in 260 and 262) reaffirming the 
church’s rights and restoring its property. For the next forty years—a 
period spanning the bishoprics of Maximus (264-282) and his successor 
Theonas (282-300)—the church in Egypt was not threatened by 
governmental persecution. 55 In the year 303, however, this period of 
relative calm gave way to a new storm—the onset of the last, “Great 
Persecution” of the church. 

Peter of Alexandria: 

Persecution, Penance, and the Making of a “Martyr Pope” 

It was the nineteenth year of Diocletian’s reign . . . (when) 
imperial rescripts were promulgated everywhere, commanding 
that the churches be brought to the ground and that the 
Scriptures be destroyed by fire, and proclaiming publicly that 
those who had attained honor would become dishonored, and 
that those in household servitude, if they continued in their 
Christian persuasion, would be deprived of their freedom. Such 
was the first edict against us. 56 
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With these words, Eusebius of Caesarea describes the beginning 
of the Great Persecution that began in the year 303 under the emperor 
Diocletian. Three years earlier, at Peter of Alexandria’s election as 
bishop, such a dire turn of events might have seemed unimaginable to 
many Egyptians. During the early period of Diocletian’s reign, 
Christians in Egypt had enjoyed a period of economic prosperity largely 
free from government intervention. 57 As emperor, Diocletian had 
devoted most of his attention to the administrative, military, economic 
(monetary), and legal reform of the Roman Empire. 58 Among his most 
famous accomplishments was the reorganization of the empire into 
four administrative regions, each ruled by its own emperor, with 
Diocletian himself standing at the head of this imperial Tetrarchy. 
Through such reforms, Diocletian had hoped to solidify the boundaries 
of the Roman territories and to restore the empire to its former glory. 

However, as Peter took office as the bishop of Alexandria in 300, 
there were ominous signs that this environment was about to change. 
In 297, a revolt in Alexandria over Diocletian’s new taxation policies 
had caused the emperor and his army to intervene and spend a year and 
a half in Egypt suppressing the revolt and restoring peace to the 
countryside. Then, in 299, suspecting that his attempts at divination 
were being thwarted by the presence of Christians making the sign of 
the cross, the emperor issued a local order while in Syria threatening to 
purge the army of any soldiers who refused to offer sacrifice to the 
pagan gods. 59 Finally, two years into Peter’s reign as bishop, 
Diocletian, again in Alexandria, issued an edict condemning members 
of the Manichaean religious sect with the death penalty. 60 The language 
of the edict—which accuses the Manichaeans of perpetrating crimes 
against the gods and against “what has been decided and fixed by the 
ancients”—shows how Diocletian’s goal of restoring the glory of 
ancient Rome intersected with an agenda of promoting religious alle¬ 
giance and uniformity in the empire. The very next year, this agenda 
brought Diocletian into direct conflict with the Christian church. 

On February 23, 303, Diocletian (at the instigation of his deputy 
emperor in the East, Galerius) issued the aforementioned edict that 
mandated the burning of scriptures, the demolition of churches, and 
the stripping of Christians’ social rank. In the next twelve months, a 
series of other edicts would be promulgated, escalating the terms of the 
government persecution. Torture was authorized as a form of punish¬ 
ment, Christian clergy were arrested and compelled to sacrifice, and 
finally (in an act reminiscent of Decius’ regime fifty years before) the 
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emperor issued a general order requiring all to sacrifice. 61 For the next 
ten years—under Diocletian, and then later under his imperial successors 
Galerius and Maximin—the Egyptian church would be rocked by 
successive waves of persecution. Once again, in the face of persecution, 
the Alexandrian church leadership would use the social capital at its 
disposal—including personal correspondence, ecclesiastical legislation, 
and the production of hagiography—to promulgate the identity of the 
Egyptian church as a “Church of the Martyrs.” 

The renewal of persecution under Diocletian and Galerius brought 
both old and new challenges to the authority of Peter as bishop of 
Alexandria. The second edict against the Christians, issued in the spring 
or summer of 303, especially targeted ecclesiastical leaders, and Peter 
(like Dionysius before him) was forced to flee. Other Egyptian clergy, 
including four bishops named Hesychius, Pachomius, Theodorus, and 
Phileas, were forcibly removed from their dioceses and thrown in jail. 
From his exile (reportedly in Mesopotamia, Syria, and Palestine), Peter 
attempted to offer continued guidance and encouragement to the 
Egyptian church, 62 offering as a defense for his flight Christ’s instruction 
to his disciples in Matthew 10:23—"When they persecute you from this 
town, flee to the next.” In offering this biblical apology for his own 
actions, Peter was undoubtedly responding to the same kinds of criticism 
Dionysius had faced several generations before during the Decian 
persecution. However, while Dionysius had appealed to divine 
providence and the miraculous intervention of others in explaining his 
escape from imprisonment, Peter’s defense ultimately rested on a biblical 
discourse in which he portrayed himself in solidarity with the apostles 
and in obedience to Christ’s teaching. 63 

Not everyone was satisfied with Peter’s defense of his flight. 
Despite his efforts at regular correspondence and a brief return to 
Alexandria in 305—306, some felt that Peter’s extended absence (along 
with the imprisonment of other Egyptian bishops) had left a serious 
leadership void in the Egyptian church. In 304, the bishop of 
Lycopolis in Upper Egypt, a man named Melitius, tried to do some¬ 
thing to fill that void. Perhaps motivated by a concern for maintaining 
the liturgical and sacramental life of the church, 64 he ordained new 
bishops to take the place of the four whose imprisonment prevented 
them from occupying their sees (Hesychius, Pachomius, Theodorus, 
and Phileas). However, Melitius’ intervention in other dioceses ran 
directly counter to traditional canonical practice in the church, and the 
four imprisoned bishops, having gotten wind of his actions, raised a 



storm of protest. In a letter written from their Alexandrian jail and 
addressed to Melitius, 65 the four bishops condemned his ordination of 
bishops in other dioceses as “alien to divine order and the church’s 
rule,” and in particular as an affront to the principle of apostolic succes¬ 
sion and “the honor of our great bishop and father, Peter.” 

The bishops’ letter is an invaluable source for reconstructing the 
motivation of Melitius: they specifically contest his claim that “the 
flocks were in need and forsaken,” arguing that adequate provision had, 
in fact, been made for the visitation of church members during the per¬ 
secution. The letter also gives witness to the allegiance Peter continued 
to garner during his time in exile. Indeed, in chastening Melitius, the 
bishops reconfirm the authority of the Alexandrian patriarch in matters 
of church jurisdiction: “You (Melitius) ought to have waited for the 
judgment of the superior father, and for his permission to do this.” 

Melitius was not to be swayed by the bishops’ letter. Within a year, 
the four bishops had been martyred, and Melitius had come down the 
Nile from Lycopolis, entered Alexandria, and ordained two more 
bishops to fill the vacant parishes of the capital city. 66 This latest action 
by Melitius brought a response from Peter himself. From his place of 
exile, Peter wrote a letter to his flock in Alexandria, formally excommu¬ 
nicating Melitius from the church, and warning them against associating 
with him. The letter has been preserved, and it reveals a struggle for 
authority in a church thrown into turmoil by government persecution: 

Peter, to his beloved brethren, established in the faith of God, 
greeting. Since I have found out that Melitius acts in no way for 
the common good—for neither is he contented with the letter of 
the most holy bishops and martyrs—but invading my parish has 
assumed so much to himself as to endeavor to separate from my 
authority the presbyters and those who had been entrusted with 
visiting the needy; and, giving proof of his desire for preemi¬ 
nence, has ordained in the prison several for himself; now take 
heed to this and hold no communion with him until I meet him 
in company with some wise and discreet men, and see what his 
designs have been. Farewell. 67 

In Melitius’ action of persuading some of Peter’s presbyters to shift 
allegiance to him and in his ordination of several imprisoned confessors 
to the priesthood, one sees the roots of a full-fledged schism in the 
Egyptian church. 
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Thus, the beginnings of the “Melitian schism” may be traced to a 
disagreement over the character and shape of church leadership during 
the persecution. However, this disagreement soon expanded to involve 
another dispute—specifically, over the familiar question of how the 
church should provide for the readmission of those who had lapsed in 
their faith by sacrificing. The crux of the question was not so much 
whether those who had sacrificed should be readmitted, but rather “the 
interval to be allowed before readmission and the status to be accorded 
after it.” 68 Over against Peter’s perceived leniency on this matter, 
Melitius and his followers took a more hard-line stance, advocating 
longer periods of penance before the readmission of the lapsed. Melitius’ 
position on this issue may very well have been forged early on during his 
episcopal career in Upper Egypt: there is intriguing evidence (found in 
two Coptic fragments) that Melitius’ predecessor as bishop of Lycopolis 
had been found guilty of apostasy (paradosis , “treason”) during the 
persecution. His crime (in the eyes of his fellow Christians) may very 
well have been the act of handing over sacred writings to be burned, as 
was ordered by the Roman government at an early stage of the perse¬ 
cution. In this context, Melitius’ election may, in fact, have reflected a 
rigorist reaction against any compromise with the Roman authorities. 69 

The disagreement between Peter and Melitius is colorfully illustrated 
in a story told by the fourth-century church writer Epiphanius. 70 In the 
story, which is most likely apocryphal, Peter and Melitius find them¬ 
selves imprisoned in the same jail cell and begin to argue about the 
readmission of the lapsed. According to Epiphanius, the argument 
eventually grew so heated between the two that Peter finally hung his 
cloak across the middle of the cell as a physical barrier to separate 
himself from his rival. A number of scholars have taken this story at face 
value, identifying this event as the root cause of the conflict between 
Peter and Melitius. 71 However, there is no corroborating evidence for 
such a prison encounter between these two figures (nor is there evidence 
that either was imprisoned in the early stages of the persecution). The 
early letters written by the four bishops and by Peter (mentioned above) 
focus not on the issue of the lapsed, but rather on Melitius’ “illegal” 
action of ordaining bishops outside the boundaries of his episcopal see. 
Thus, it is more likely that Epiphanius’ account is of a legendary 
character, and that he “is reading back into the early days of the schism 
... divisions articulated later” once the schism had become full-blown. 72 

In any case, Melitius’ establishment of a rival episcopal hierarchy and 
his hard-line stance regarding the readmission of the lapsed ultimately 
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prompted Peter to return to Alexandria from his place of exile (ca. 
305-306). His stay there would only be temporary (perhaps only a little 
over a year later he would be forced to flee again) but during his time 
back in the capital city, Peter wrote one of his most influential 
works—his Canonical Letter on the issue of the lapsed. 73 In that letter, 
he attempted to defuse the Melitian challenge to his authority by 
formulating a systematic set of policies regarding the practice of 
penance in the church. 

While there is evidence for “the rough outlines of a recognized 
penitential discipline” in Egypt by the middle of the third century, 74 
one sees for the first time in Peter’s Canonical Letter a detailed attempt 
by an Egyptian bishop to regulate the length of penance connected 
with different forms of apostasy. 75 Over against Melitius’ austere insis¬ 
tence that no penance should be available to the lapsed until the perse¬ 
cution had come to an end, 76 Peter formulated a system of penance 
designed to respond more immediately to the petitions of those seeking 
readmission to the church. For example, those who had sacrificed but 
then later repented, confessed their faith, and subjected themselves to 
imprisonment or torture were received immediately into communion 
(Canon 8); the same applied even to those who paid money, or gave up 
property and fled, in order to avoid sacrificing ( Canons 12-13). In 
addition, Peter took a moderate stance in relation to those who had 
sacrificed under the duress of torture or imprisonment and then 
repented: at the time of the Canonical Letter , the persecution had been 
going on for three years, and Peter was willing to credit them with 
“time already served,” adding only forty days or one year (respectively) 
to the term of their penance ( Canons 1-2). 

However, at the same time that Peter’s canons reflect his pastoral 
sensitivity to the needs of those who had stumbled during the perse¬ 
cution, they also reveal his concern to demonstrate his solidarity 
with the confessors and to cultivate the support of rigorous elements 
in the church by taking a firm stand against more egregious transgres¬ 
sions. Thus, he lavishes praise upon the confessors for their bravery 
and voices his approval for their intercessory prayers on behalf of the 
lapsed ( Canon ll). 77 Peter also grants the status of confessor to those 
who, under torture, were “forced against their will” to sacrifice (and 
who can produce witnesses to verify their sufferings) ( Canon 14). 
When Peter assigns longer terms of penance for certain forms of 
apostasy, he may be seeking to find some common ground with his 
critics, especially those in the church attracted by Melitius’ penitential 
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rigorism. Thus, to those who had lapsed without any imprisonment 
or torture, and to those who forced their Christian slaves to sacrifice 
for them, Peter assigned at least three more years of penance ( Canons 
3 and 7). Of course, those who remained unrepentant after their act of 
sacrifice were cursed and denied readmission to the church altogether 
(Canon 4). Finally, Peter ruled that lapsed clergy who later repented 
and suffered for the faith may be readmitted to communion but are 
barred from future church office. This stance suggests another way 
that he was trying to appeal to those in the church who, along with 
Melitius, had become sorely disillusioned with the inconstancy of 
their clerical leadership. 

Thus, Peter’s Canonical Letter reflected not only his pastoral 
concern for healing the wounds inflicted by the persecution, but also a 
larger ecclesiastical competition over the legacy of the martyrs. In 
assuming their more rigorous posture, Melitius and his followers 
specifically identified themselves as the true “Martyrs’ Church” 
(ekklesia marturon) 7% For his part, Peter, while following the moderate 
course laid out by his predecessor Dionysius, subtly tried to stake a 
similar claim for the church he represented by lauding the confessors 
and remaining resolute in the face of those who had committed apos¬ 
tasy by sacrificing to the Roman gods. 

The Canonical Letter later became foundational for canon law in 
the eastern churches (hence its title), 79 but at the time of its writing it 
would do nothing to impede the growth of the Melitian church. With 
Peter forced to go in exile again in 306, Melitian communities became 
more entrenched, especially in the towns and countryside of Upper 
Egypt. 80 Later in the fourth century, the followers of Melitius would 
get embroiled in the complex theological politics of the Arian 
Controversy, and would increasingly become associated with the 
Egyptian monastic tradition (see chapter three). 81 Indeed, there is evi¬ 
dence that the Melitian community survived as a monastic movement 
into the eighth century A.D . 82 

As for the ecclesiastical competition between Peter and Melitius, it 
would take Peter’s own death in the waning days of the persecution to 
wrest the legacy of the martyrs away from his rival and reclaim it for the 
Alexandrian church. On April 30, 311, the emperor Galerius issued his 
famous Palinode (or “Recantation”), revoking the order to sacrifice and 
granting amnesty to Christians. Peter was free to return to Alexandria. 
However, only six months later, persecution of Christians would 
flare up again in the East under the emperor Maximin, and Peter 
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would be arrested. His death at the hands of his Roman persecutors, 
reported by Eusebius and retold in hagiographical legend, determi- 
natively and finally shaped the identity of the Alexandrian patriarch 
as head of an Egyptian “Church of the Martyrs.” 83 

While Eusebius gives a very spare report of Peter's death by 
beheading, the later Martyrdom of Saint Peter expands the story with 
a host of pious details not found in Eusebius' account. The Martyrdom 
actually survives in three different recensions. 84 The shortest version 
(S) 85 ends with an account of Peter's death in jail: it describes how, 
with the Alexandrian Christians threatening to riot over their bishop's 
imprisonment, Peter allowed his captors to enter his cell secretly 
through a hole in the back wall to avoid the attention of the mob, and 
then offered himself up to his executioner voluntarily in order to protect 
the populace from further reprisals. In the two longer versions (L and 
LL), 86 the story is modified considerably. Peter is led out of the hole 
in the back wall of the jail and then taken (at his request) to the church 
of Saint Mark at Baucalis (Boukolou) on the eastern outskirts of 
Alexandria; there, after being allowed to pray at Mark’s shrine, Peter 
meets a martyr’s death. The longest recension of the Martyrdom (LL) 
adds several additional details about events that took place after his 
martyrdom: 1) a local struggle over where to bury Peter's body, 2) the 
ceremonial enthronement of his corpse and the passing of his clerical 
garment (Greek, himation\ Latin, pallium) to his successor Achillas, 
and 3) his burial in a cemetery west of the city. 

Most of the details of these expanded narratives do not have an 
historical basis, 87 but they do tell us quite a lot about how Peter was 
represented as the ideal martyr in subsequent centuries, and how the 
Alexandrian patriarchate was shaped by this discourse of martyrdom. 
In particular, the longer versions of the Martyrdom of Saint Peter 
consciously reinforced the connection between the martyr Peter and 
his apostolic predecessor, Saint Mark. The narrative relocation of 
Peter's death to the site of Saint Mark's burial shrine in Baucalis linked 
Peter's martyrdom spatially to the social practices of pilgrimage and 
saint veneration connected with Mark's cult. In the Martyrdom , Peter's 
act of kissing Mark's tomb and his prayer before the shrine makes this 
discursive link even more explicit. In the prayer, he addresses Saint Mark 
as “the first martyr and patriarch of this see.” 88 Later in the same scene, 
a virgin standing nearby experiences a vision, in which she hears a 
heavenly voice say, “Peter was the first of the apostles; and now Peter 
is the last of the martyrs.” 89 Here, we see how Peter, the patriarch of 
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Alexandria, was represented as the ideal martyr bishop—as the 
fulfillment and worthy heir of Saint Mark’s suffering and Saint Peter’s 
apostolic authority. 

This representation of Peter as the ideal martyr bishop ultimately 
helped construct the social identity of both the Alexandrian patriar¬ 
chate and the Egyptian church in late antiquity. Peter’s prayer at the 
shrine of Saint Mark not only links his identity with the evangelist 
himself, but also with the patriarchal lineage after Mark. In a prayer 
invoking Christ, Peter says, “You chose the blessed Anianus because 
he was worthy; and after him (you chose) Abilius, and those who 
succeeded those two; then Demetrius and Heraclas and Dionysius and 
Maximus; and the blessed Theonas, my father, who brought me up 
until I came to the ministry of this see after him.” 90 In the longest 
recensions of the Martyrdom , Peter’s death also links him with those 
who would come after him in the Alexandrian see: at the end of the 
story, prior to his burial, the bishops and elders of the city (along with 
a crowd of people) take Peter’s body, place it on the episcopal throne, 
and then consecrate Peter’s successor, Achillas, in a rite involving the 
physical transfer of the dead bishop’s pallium. Throughout this section 
of the Martyrdom account, Peter is referred to as “the most holy and 
famous bishop” and “the holy martyr of God.” 91 In the narration of 
these events, Peter’s reputation as the ideal martyr bishop is effectively 
transferred onto the papal office itself. 

Thus, in history and in later legend, one sees how the Great 
Persecution had a profound influence on the social construction of 
the Alexandrian patriarchate in late antiquity, as well as on the self¬ 
perception of the Egyptian church. In the medieval period, this 
influence would be most strikingly demonstrated in the dating system 
employed by Copts. Starting in the fourth century, Egyptians began to 
mark Diocletian’s imperial inauguration (a.d. 284) as the beginning of 
a new era in their history—the “era of Diocletian.” Among Christian 
communities in Egypt, this way of reckoning dates soon came to be 
embraced as a self-conscious marker of their historical identity as a 
people who had suffered persecution. Later, this chronological 
marking of communal identity would become even more explicit, as the 
“era of Diocletian” began to be labeled the “era of the Martyrs.” Indeed, 
by the twelfth century the latter phrase had largely superceded the 
former among the Copts as the preferred way of dating historical 
events, 92 and even today, Egyptian Christians continue to count their 
years according to the “era of the Martyrs.” 93 
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ith the end of the Great Persecution, and with the rise to 
power of the Emperor Constantine (312-337), the fortunes 
of the Christian church in Egypt and in the rest of the 
Roman Empire quickly began to change. At Constantine’s decisive 
victory over his imperial rival Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge outside 
Rome in the fall of 312, he is supposed to have had a vision of Christ 
and to have subsequently ordered his army to place the sign of Christ 
(the labarum) on their shields. 1 After his victory and recognition as 
supreme Augustus by the Roman Senate, the church suddenly became 
the unexpected beneficiary of imperial patronage (despite the fact that 
Constantine himself also continued to make public obeisance to Sol, 
the Roman god of the sun). 2 

Constantine’s patronage of the church was wide-ranging. He 
supported the restoration of Christian-owned property that had been 
confiscated during the persecution and authorized donations from the 
imperial treasury for the building, restoration, and decoration of 
churches, as well as the publication of biblical codices. In addition, he 
granted Christian clergy special rights and privileges: in particular, 
they received exemptions from public government service and from 
taxation. Christian bishops were included in Constantine’s circle of 
confidants in the imperial court and were given the authority to preside 
over legal disputes involving Christian claimants. Finally, Constantine 
also instituted legal reforms that reflected his patronage of Christian 
causes: crucifixions were abolished as a form of punishment, and 
Sunday (“sun-day”) was universally recognized as a holy day, with 
soldiers in the imperial army being given official leave on that day for 
the purpose of worship. 3 
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No longer under threat of persecution, many Christians began to 
celebrate the reign of Constantine as an eschatological golden age, as 
the coming of God’s kingdom on earth. The Christian historian 
Eusebius writes, “Our emperor, friend of God and bearing the image of 
divine kingship, rules in imitation of the one who is above all things on 
earth, as he directs the helm of government.” 4 For his part, Constantine 
calls himself “a bishop who has been appointed by God over all things 
external to the church.” 5 For authors like Eusebius, and for 
Constantine as well, the unity of the church and the unity of the empire 
went hand-in-hand, sure signs of God’s favor and of the renewed glory 
of Rome. 

In some places, however, this utopian vision of a unified church and 
empire was already starting to show worrying fault-lines. In the North 
African church, news of the Donatist schism reached Constantine’s 
ears in 313: this ecclesiastical civil war would rage on despite the 
emperor’s repeated attempts to impose his will upon the dissenting 
Donatist church. Half a decade later, Constantine would be forced to 
intervene in a theological dispute that originated in Alexandria over the 
teachings of a priest named Arius. The sixty-year controversy that 
ensued—most often referred to as the Arian Controversy—would 
extend beyond the borders of Egypt and would last well beyond the 
end of Constantine’s reign. 

The Arian Controversy was only the first in a series of theological 
disputes that plagued the churches of Egypt and the Mediterranean 
basin during the rest of the fourth century and the first half of the fifth. 
No longer faced with the external threat of persecution, the larger 
church increasingly found itself distracted and divided by internal 
disagreements over doctrinal matters. As we shall see, the Egyptian 
ecclesiastical leadership consistently found itself at the center of this 
theological and political maelstrom. 

In this chapter, I focus on three particular “storms” of theological 
conflict during this period: 1) the Arian Controversy (ca. 318-381); 2) 
the Origenist Controversy (ca. 390-410); and 3) the so-called Nestorian 
or Christological Controversy (ca. 428^-51). In each of these contro¬ 
versies, the Alexandrian patriarchs positioned themselves as staunch 
defenders of theological “orthodoxy,” often becoming lightning rods 
for criticism by their opponents. Much of the literature produced by 
the patriarchs during this period was polemical—writings that docu¬ 
ment a war of words that was being waged between opposing theolog¬ 
ical factions. Thus, during the Arian Controversy, the patriarch 
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Alexander (312-328) circulated a series of letters against the teachings 
of Arius. Later, his successor Athanasius (328-373) would produce an 
Apology , a History , and three formal Discourses against Arius" followers 
(not to mention numerous other letters and treatises). Even 
Athanasius" famous ascetic biography, The Life of Saint Antony , contains 
an underlying anti-Arian agenda. During the controversy over Origen’s 
theology at the end of the fourth century, the archbishop Theophilus of 
Alexandria (385—412) likewise used encyclical letters, as well as ser¬ 
mons, to counter those who held Origenist views. Finally, during the 
Christological Controversy of the fifth century, similar tactics were 
employed by Cyril of Alexandria (412-444) and his successor 
Dioscorus (444-454). Amidst Cyril’s vast literary output, for example, 
one finds several full-scale treatises written against Nestorius, including 
a list of "Twelve Anathemas” condemning specific points of his 
Christological doctrine. 

The importance of the Alexandrian patriarchs during this period, 
however, was not limited simply to their literary output, or to the 
role they played in defining and defending the faith of the Egyptian 
church; they also had an important social and political role to play, 
one that was inextricably intertwined with their advocacy of specific 
theological doctrines. On an international level, the patriarchs of the 
fourth and fifth centuries were key players in the first ecumenical 
councils that sought to resolve (but, in fact, often exacerbated) the 
thorny theological debates that lay at the root of these controversies. 
Indeed, it was during this period that the Egyptian patriarchs began to 
assume a truly international profile, wielding considerable influence at 
ecumenical councils and pursuing heated rivalries with the bishops of 
Rome and Constantinople for preeminence and authority within the 
larger church. 

On the home front, where the theological controversies often 
played out on a smaller scale between rival factions of the Egyptian 
church, the Alexandrian patriarchs faced the complex task of cultivating 
grassroots support for the theological positions they espoused. This 
process took place on several levels—among the different urban social 
classes represented in the city of Alexandria, as well as across economic, 
geographical, and linguistic boundaries in the towns and v illag es of 
Upper Egypt. 6 The methods the patriarchs used in cultivating this the¬ 
ological support were intimately tied to the social customs of ancient 
Roman patronage in which the patron was expected to provide financial 
support or protection in exchange for loyalty and services rendered by 
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the client. 7 In the case of an Alexandrian patriarch, the support he 
offered to his clients could take the form of economic and civic benefits 
(e.g., giving people freer access to the grain dole, or funding the building 
of newer and larger churches), as well as more traditional ecclesiastical 
and spiritual ones (e.g., ordaining new priests, and guaranteeing regular 
access to the Eucharist). In exchange for such forms of patronage, the 
clients of the bishop offered their continued loyalty, sometimes in the 
form of public rallies or demonstrations against their bishop’s theolog¬ 
ical opponents. 

Among the most important settings for the exercise of such patri¬ 
archal patronage were the monastic communities that had just begun 
to burst like wildflowers onto the Egyptian social landscape in the 
early fourth century. Monasticism emerged (at least in part) as a reac¬ 
tion or protest against the social conformity of the church in the era of 
peace initiated by Constantine. On the outskirts of society (and some¬ 
times in urban centers), Egyptian monks established an alternative way 
of life, with an independent administrative hierarchy that posed an 
implicit challenge to the general life of the church and to the rule of the 
bishop. 8 The ecclesiastical leadership, and the monks themselves, both 
struggled to define how the monasteries should properly relate to 
society on the one hand, and to the clerical hierarchy on the other. For 
their part, the patriarchs and local bishops often tried to exert pres¬ 
sure upon monks to become ordained as priests in order to bring 
them more directly under episcopal authority. Many monks 
adamantly resisted this ecclesiastical pressure to become ordained 
against their will. The situation was complicated by the presence of 
ordained clergy among the monks who found themselves beholden 
both to their monastic leaders and to their bishops. 9 Thus, in the 
midst of the theological disputes of the fourth and fifth centuries, the 
Alexandrian patriarchs were consistently faced with an extremely 
delicate task—the task of trying to bring the largely autonomous 
monastic movement into closer conformity with their theological 
(and political) policies. 

This chapter will explore how the patriarchs of this period, in the 
midst of theological controversy, began to forge vital links with 
communities of Egyptian monks, links that endure even to the present 
day. As we shall see, the patriarchs’ cultivation of monastic support 
during the fourth and fifth centuries indelibly shaped the historical 
identity of the Egyptian patriarchate, and played a crucial role in the 
establishment of a Coptic doctrinal orthodoxy. 10 









































































































2. Five ivory reliefs with scenes from the life of Saint Mark, eighth 

century A.D.; Museo del Castello Sforzesco, Milan: a) Mark preaching in Alexandria; 

b) Mark healing Anianus; c) Mark baptizing Anianus (and others); 

d) Mark laying hands on Anianus (ordination of Anianus as his successor); 

e) Fragmentary scene of Mark walking while carrying a book. 











































3. Wall painting of Saint Athanasius of Alexandria, thirteenth century A.D.; Monastery 
of Saint Antony, Red Sea. 






4. Wall painting of Saint Athanasius of Alexandria, tenth century A.D. (A.D. 953); 
Tebtunis, Fayum. 




a. b. 

5. Manuscript illuminations depicting Theophilus of Alexandria, early fifth 
century A.D.; W. Goleniscev Collection, Petersburg; a) Theophilus, holding a Bible and 
standing below the mummy of his predecessor Timothy; b) Theophilus, holding a Bible 
and standing on top of a pedestal decorated with a bust of the Egyptian god Serapis. 









6. Wall painting 
of Dioscorus of 
Alexandria (depicted 
wearing a monastic 
hood), thirteenth century 
A.D.; Monastery of 
the Syrians, Wadi 
al-Natrun. 





7. Wall painting of Dioscorus of Alexandria (on right, with the anti-Chalcedonian 
patriarch Severus of Antioch on left), thirteenth century A.D.; Monastery of St. 
Antony, Red Sea. 























8. Wall painting of Pope Damian (?); eighth century A.D.; Church of the Holy Virgin in 
the Monastery of the Syrians, Wadi al-Natrun. 















9. Coptic inscription of Pope Damian's 
Synodical Letter (A.D. 578); late sixth 
or early seventh century A.D.; 
Monastery of Epiphanius at Thebes. 



10. Wall painting of Peter I of Alexandria (on right, with Saint Andrew the Apostle on 
left), in which the image of the archbishop Peter is assimilated to that of Saint Peter the 
Apostle; A.D. 1025-1030; Monastery of the Archangel Gabriel, Fayum. 
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Alexander, Athanasius, 
and the Arian Controversy in Egypt 

From Alexandria to Nicaea: 

The Early Conflict Between Alexander and Arius 

Sometime around the year 318, 11 the teachings of a presbyter named 
Arius began to attract public attention in the Alexandrian church. 
Originally from Libya, 12 Arius had been appointed parish priest in 
the eastern Alexandrian suburb of Boukolou either during the short 
six-month tenure of Peter’s successor, Pope Achillas (312), or during 
the very early years of Pope Alexander’s reign (312-326). 13 Arius was 
an eloquent preacher and his sermons attracted a cadre of devotees, 14 
but his distinctive teachings also eventually provoked a censuring 
response from Alexander and the church hierarchy. If Alexander had 
at one time held Arius in high regard, the growing theological rift 
between them quickly soured their relationship and threatened to 
cast the Alexandrian church into schism. 

The point at issue in this emerging theological dispute was 
Christ’s identity as divine Word—or, to put it in other terms, the 
identity of Christ the Son in relationship to God the Father. 
Unfortunately, most of Arius’ original writings have been lost or 
destroyed: as a result, his teachings on this subject must be carefully 
reconstructed from fragments of his writings—scattered excerpts and 
paraphrases that survive in treatises written against him by his oppo¬ 
nents. In one of his extant letters, a defense addressed to his accuser, 
the “blessed Pope” Alexander, he sets forth his view on the nature of 
the Son: 

Our faith, from our ancestors, which we have learned also 
from you, is this. We know one God—alone unbegotten, 
alone everlasting, alone without beginning, alone true, alone 
possessing immortality, alone wise, alone good, alone master 
. . . who begot an only-begotten Son before eternal times, 
through whom he made the ages and everything . . . (The Son) 
was created by the will of God before times and ages, and he 
received life, being, and glories from the Father as the Father 
has shared them with him . . . God being the cause of all is 
without beginning, most alone; but the Son, begotten by the 
Father, created and founded before the ages, did not exist 
before he was begotten . . . But God is thus before all as a 
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monad and cause. Therefore, he is also before the Son, as we 
have learned from you when you preached throughout the 
midst of the church. 15 

Anus’ assertion that the Son was “created” before time and subor¬ 
dinate to the Father was grounded in his exegesis of specific biblical 
texts, 16 and motivated by specific theological and soteriological concerns. 

On the one hand, in describing God the Father as “supremely sole” 
and “without beginning,” Arius seems to have been concerned to safe¬ 
guard the singular perfection and incomparability of the most high God 
(here identified with the Father). This was a theological concern that had 
long been present in Egypt among early Christian theologians of the 
Platonic tradition who shared the assumption that there could only be 
one supreme, perfect Being. 17 According to Arius’ application of this 
logic, if the Father was identified as this High God, all other beings (the 
Son included) necessarily had to be of a subordinate status. 

On the other hand, Arius’ doctrine also seems to have been 
grounded in a particular soteriological concern—that is, a concern 
about the nature of human salvation. For Arius and his early followers, 
the divinity of the Son was granted to him by the Father—as a kind of 
advance promotion or divine adoption—in anticipation of his progress 
in virtue and attainment of perfection. This notion that the Son could 
change (albeit for the good) was a bone of contention for Alexander and 
later opponents of the Arians for whom the immutability of the Son 
played a crucial role in the drama of human salvation. For Arius and his 
early followers, however, the Son’s successful advance toward perfection 
in this life (and his possession of divine Sonship by virtue of adoption) 
provided a model for the Arian understanding of human redemption 
through the imitation of Christ’s virtues. 18 

Alexander’s response to Arius’ teaching set the terms for later 
stages of the theological controversy. In a letter written to his name¬ 
sake, Alexander of Thessalonica, 19 the Egyptian bishop rejected both 
the theological and soteriological aspects of Arius’ position. For 
Alexander, the Father and Son were coeternal, both full and equal 
participants in the Godhead. Indeed, he asked, how could God as 
Father ever have existed without the Son? 

It is necessary that the Father is always the Father. But he is 
Father of the always present Son, on account of whom he is 
called Father. 20 
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Alexander’s formulation of this idea clearly draws on the 
Alexandrian theological tradition, especially Origen, who had pro¬ 
posed the idea of the Son’s “eternal generation” a century before, 21 

In addition to rejecting Arius’ subordination of the Son to the 
Father, Alexander also opposed Arius’ understanding of human sal¬ 
vation as our shared adoption (with Christ) as sons of God. Instead, 
Alexander insisted that Christ’s Sonship was of a completely differ¬ 
ent character from our own. While we are still sons (and daughters) 
of God by adoption, Christ is God’s Son according to his unchanging 
nature. 

Therefore our Lord, being Son of the Father by nature, is 
worshiped. And those who have put off the spirit of slavery, 
from acts of virtue and progress, and who received the spirit of 
adoption as sons, become sons by adoption being shown a 
kindness by the Son, who is Son by nature. 22 

The distinction Alexander was making had enormous implications 
for his understanding of human salvation: it was only through the 
grace (“kindness”) of one who was “Son of the Father by nature” that 
humans could become “sons by adoption” and receive salvation. This 
line of defense became the watchword of Athanasius and others who 
would follow Alexander in opposing Arius’ teachings. 

The heady theological debate outlined above became the catalyst 
for a series of events that threatened the unity of the Egyptian church 
(and eventually the unity of the empire itself). Shortly after recognizing 
the implications of Arius’ teachings, Alexander convened a local council 
of bishops in Alexandria to deal with the matter (ca. 318). 23 When 
Arius refused to sign a “confession of orthodoxy” drafted by 
Alexander at the council, the patriarch proceeded to excommunicate 
him and a number of his followers. From that point, the conflict 
between the two sides escalated onto the international stage. 

For their part, Arius and his adherents began writing letters and 
traveling to different bishoprics throughout the eastern Empire, hoping 
to drum up support for their theological views. Their efforts seem to 
have met with some success. Arius, in an early letter written to 
Eusebius of Nicomedia, 24 claimed a number of other eastern bishops 
among his supporters, including the bishops of Laodicea, Tyre, 
Anazarbus, Lydda, and the famous historian Eusebius of Caesarea 
(Palestine). The addressee, Eusebius of Nicomedia—himself regarded 
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as Arms’ foremost advocate—was a bishop who wielded considerable 
influence in the imperial court and who seems to have hosted Arius for 
a time during his travels. The decisions of two separate councils during 
this period—one at Bithynia (Asia Minor, ca. 320-321), and one in 
Caesarea (Palestine, ca. 321-322)—provide evidence for the strong 
support garnered for Arius 5 views in some quarters. Both councils 
reaffirmed the orthodoxy of Arius 5 theology and called for his rein¬ 
statement by the Egyptian patriarch. 25 Encouraged by these conciliar 
decisions, Arius would eventually return to Alexandria, intent on 
establishing his own church there. 

At the same time, Alexander himself was seeking support from 
other church leaders through a letter-writing campaign of his own. In 
opposition to Arius (and Eusebius of Nicomedia), he wrote a circular 
letter (ca. 319) addressed to various bishops throughout the 
Mediterranean region, especially those in Syria and Palestine where 
Arius and his followers had become active. 26 He also sent copies of this 
encyclical to the clergy of Alexandria and its environs, accompanied by 
an introductory letter warning them about the new Arian threat and 
urging them to add their signatures as a sign of their support for him 
in his campaign against Arius. 27 The writing of such circular letters was 
a traditional means by which Egyptian patriarchs both strengthened 
their ties with other church centers and reasserted their pastoral lead¬ 
ership over their constituency in Egypt. 

Eventually, the ongoing controversy between Alexander and Arius 
brought a response from the emperor Constantine, who wrote a formal 
Letter to Alexander and Arius (ca. 324) urging both of them to seek 
reconciliation. 28 When it became clear that this letter was not having its 
intended effect, Constantine called for a general council at Nicaea to 
resolve the disagreement once and for all. In the end, this gathering of 
bishops at the Council of Nicaea (325) roundly condemned Arius and 
supported Alexander’s theological position by affirming that the Son 
was “of the same substance 55 or “of the same essence” (homoousios) as 
the Father. Under the weight of imperial pressure, only a few dissented. 
However, the word homoousios , supposedly proposed by Constantine 
himself, was a somewhat novel term that was open to multiple inter¬ 
pretations and whose implications for christological doctrine were not 
yet fully clear to the participants. 29 Many of those who signed their 
names to the creed came away from the meeting unclear as to its 
meaning, or dissatisfied with it as a philosophical term with no direct 
biblical precedent. 30 
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Thus, rather than marking an end to the Arian Controversy, the 
Council of Nicaea in fact ushered in a second, extended phase of 
debate, during which different theological factions argued over the 
viability of this key word, homoousios . The First Nicene Council 
would later come to be recognized as the first ecumenical council of 
the early church, and its creed as the foundation for “orthodox” theo¬ 
logical tradition in Egypt and elsewhere, but it would take over fifty-five 
years before both the eastern and western churches would reach any sort 
of solid consensus in support of the decision reached there. 

The escalation of the Arian Controversy to an international level in 
the years leading up to the Council of Nicaea in 325 should not 
obscure the fact that the controversy continued to rage on a local level 
in Alexandria over the same period. Flaving noted the theological crux 
of the dispute and the course of events that brought it onto the world 
stage, I now want to return to its Alexandrian point of origin and raise 
questions about the social factors that drove the controversy there. 
How did the dispute over Arms’ teachings play out in the urban 
landscape of the Egyptian capital—namely, in the public arena of 
Alexandrian social life? And what old and new challenges did the 
controversy raise for the authority of the Egyptian patriarch? 

On a local level, the Arian crisis in Alexandria was a crucible for 
long-brewing social tensions related to the life of the Alexandrian 
church and the leadership of its patriarch. Like his distant predecessor 
Demetrius who sparred with Origen for control over the teaching 
office of the church, Alexander found his own “episcopal” model of 
teaching authority increasingly in conflict with the longstanding 
Alexandrian “academic” model held by Arius. 31 In the late third 
century, the Alexandrian catechetical school had effectively become 
annexed to the office of the patriarch; nonetheless, a number of 
Christian “study circles” continued to operate, following a longstanding 
academic tradition in which individual instructors attracted groups of 
intellectually curious disciples. By Alexander’s time, many of these 
study circles had effectively been assimilated into “the nascent system 
of parish churches in urban Alexandria,” often organized around the 
authority of popular local priests who offered church members spe¬ 
cialized biblical instruction. 32 

As priest of the parish church at Baucalis, Arius seems to have 
understood himself as a teacher in this academic tradition. Indeed, in 
his Thalia , a theological work written in verse, he self-consciously 
situates himself in a long lineage of wise sages: 
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According to the faith of the chosen ones of God, the knowl¬ 
edgeable children of God, the holy orthodox ones who have 
received the Spirit of the holy God, I have learnt these things 
from those who share wisdom, smart people, taught of God and 
wise in every way; in the steps of these I have come, I going 
along with them, I, the well-known, who have suffered much 
for the glory of God, who have learnt wisdom from God, and I 
know (inside) knowledge . 33 

Such claims to privileged divine knowledge inevitably brought 
Arius into conflict not only with the institutional authority of 
Alexander, but also with other local priests making similar claims. 
Indeed, the church writer Epiphanius gives evidence of a "rivalry” that 
developed during this period between different Alexandrian priests in 
their role as teachers, and indicates that such inter-ecclesial competi¬ 
tion became a source of social and theological discord in the church: 

There are many churches in Alexandria. ... A presbyter named 
Colluthus served in one of these, Carpones in another, Sarmatas 
in another, and Arius, who was in charge of one. Each of these 
plainly caused some discord among the laity by his expositions, 
when he taught the people entrusted to his care at the regular 
services. Some were inclined to Arius, but others to Colluthus, 
others to Carpones, others to Sarmatas. Since each of them 
expounded the scripture differently in his own church, from 
their preference and high regard for their own presbyter some 
people called themselves Colluthians, and others called them¬ 
selves Arians . 34 

Faced with such a situation, Alexander was eager to reassert his 
institutional authority as .patriarch over against the competing aca¬ 
demic claims of semi-autonomous local presbyters . 35 In opposing 
Arms* theology, the patriarch was also seeking to suppress a deep- 
rooted academic ethos in Alexandria that posed an implicit threat to 
the episcopal "orthodoxy” he was espousing . 36 

This conflict over "academic” models of teaching was an old one in 
the Alexandrian church, but the Arian crisis also raised new social 
challenges for patriarchal leadership in the Egyptian church. The the¬ 
ological controversy did not simply play out in church lecture halls or 
in the private chambers of the episcopal residence; it also played out on 
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Thus, rather than marking an end to the Arian Controversy, the 
Council of Nicaea in fact ushered in a second, extended phase of 
debate, during which different theological factions argued over the 
viability of this key word, homoousios. The First Nicene Council 
would later come to be recognized as the first ecumenical council of 
the early church, and its creed as the foundation for "orthodox” theo¬ 
logical tradition in Egypt and elsewhere, but it would take over fifty-five 
years before both the eastern and western churches would reach any sort 
of solid consensus in support of the decision reached there. 
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in Alexandria over the same period. Having noted the theological crux 
of the dispute and the course of events that brought it onto the world 
stage, I now want to return to its Alexandrian point of origin and raise 
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According to the faith of the chosen ones of God, the knowl¬ 
edgeable children of God, the holy orthodox ones who have 
received the Spirit of the holy God, I have learnt these things 
from those who share wisdom, smart people, taught of God and 
wise in every way; in the steps of these I have come, I going 
along with them, I, the well-known, who have suffered much 
for the glory of God, who have learnt wisdom from God, and I 
know (inside) knowledge. 33 

Such claims to privileged divine knowledge inevitably brought 
Arius into conflict not only with the institutional authority of 
Alexander, but also with other local priests making similar claims. 
Indeed, the church writer Epiphanius gives evidence of a “rivalry” that 
developed during this period between different Alexandrian priests in 
their role as teachers, and indicates that such inter-ecclesial competi¬ 
tion became a source of social and theological discord in the church: 

There are many churches in Alexandria. ... A presbyter named 
Colluthus served in one of these, Carpones in another, Sarmatas 
in another, and Arius, who was in charge of one. Each of these 
plainly caused some discord among the laity by his expositions, 
when he taught the people entrusted to his care at the regular 
services. Some were inclined to Arius, but others to Colluthus, 
others to Carpones, others to Sarmatas. Since each of them 
expounded the scripture differently in his own church, from 
their preference and high regard for their own presbyter some 
people called themselves Colluthians, and others called them¬ 
selves Arians. 34 

Faced with such a situation, Alexander was eager to reassert his 
institutional authority as .patriarch over against the competing aca¬ 
demic claims of semi-autonomous local presbyters. 35 In opposing 
Arius > theology, the patriarch was also seeking to suppress a deep- 
rooted academic ethos in Alexandria that posed an implicit threat to 
the episcopal “orthodoxy” he was espousing. 36 

This conflict over “academic” models of teaching was an old one in 
the Alexandrian church, but the Arian crisis also raised new social 
challenges for patriarchal leadership in the Egyptian church. The the¬ 
ological controversy did not simply play out in church lecture halls or 
in the private chambers of the episcopal residence; it also played out on 
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the public streets and alleyways of Alexandria. The letters written by 
Arius and Alexander hint at the popular dimension of the conflict—in 
particular, they hint at the ways in which both sides tried to gain sup¬ 
port for their views among different urban social factions through the 
use of pithy theological slogans. In their writings, Arius and Alexander 
each complain about how the other was using such slogans to appeal 
to the masses. Arius writes about how Alexander was trying to stir up 
the city against him, 

because we do not agree with him when he states in public, 
‘Always God always Son, 5 ‘At the same time Father, at the same 
time Son, 5 ‘The Son ingenerably coexists with God, 5 ... ‘Always 
God always Son, 5 ‘The Son is from God himself. 5 ” 37 

For his part, Alexander lodged a similar complaint about how 
Arius tried to turn people in the church against his episcopal leadership 
through “sermons that are too persuasive and of low quality” (perhaps 
a less-than-subtle complaint about their popular appeal). Alexander 
goes on to quote a number of theological slogans used by Arius and his 
followers in their public teaching: 

For this reason, with no delay, I aroused myself, beloved, to 
make clear to you the unbelief of those who say, ‘There was 
once when the Son of God was not 5 and ‘He who before was 
not, later came into existence . . . 5 They say, ‘God made all 
things from nothing, 5 ... (And) the wretches state, ‘Then we too 
are able to become Sons of God, just as he/ 38 

In the case of Arius, he also is reported to have composed theological 
poetry that he set to the tune of popular songs sung at work by “sailors 
and mill-workers . 5539 Along with theological slogans, such songs 
would have functioned as an effective form of propaganda for Arius 5 
views among the working classes in Alexandria. 40 Arius may have been 
just as adept at communicating his message among the urban prole¬ 
tariat as among the intellectual elite, and Alexander, as patriarch, 
would have been forced to compete for the theological allegiance of 
these same groups. 

Amidst the social and religious factionalism of Alexandria during 
the Arian crisis, one group stands out for the critical role it played in 
this competition for grassroots support. I am referring here to ascetic 
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(or monastic) Christians. Members of the ascetic movement were 
counted among both Anus* and Alexander’s followers. Arius’ attraction 
for those who opted for a lifestyle of ascetic renunciation may originally 
have been—at least in part—a function of urban geography. His parish 
church at Boukolou was located in an area to the east of the city not 
far from a network of tombs where a number of early Christian ascetics 
had taken up residence. The proximity of Arius’ parish to the mar¬ 
ly rium of Saint Mark—a popular pilgrimage site—may also have been 
a factor in his recruitment of ascetics visiting the shrine. 41 Ascetic 
women apparently made up a sizable portion of Arius’ following: the 
writer Epiphanius claimed that Arius had won the allegiance of not less 
than seventy virgins. 42 While this number cannot be confirmed, the 
public visibility of this community of virgins was highlighted by 
Alexander himself when he complained in one of his letters about the 
allegedly disruptive activity of “young women” in Arius’ camp who 
run around “on every street.” 43 Some of these women may have been 
attracted by the possibility of participating in one of Arius’ study 
circles and engaging other ascetically-minded members in open philo¬ 
sophical debate. 44 

The importance of ascetic backing was not lost on Alexander, who 
also attracted his own cadre of consecrated virgins as supporters and 
students. In fact, his immediate successor, Athanasius, recounts an 
occasion in which some of these virgins came to Alexander seeking 
instruction. According to Athanasius’ report, Alexander responded 
to their query with an extended “exhortation to christological 
orthodoxy” in which he warned the virgins specifically against Arian 
theological propaganda—propaganda that threatened to lead them 
away from their bridegroom Christ and, by extension, away from the 
good graces of their bishop. 45 

Thus, during the last decade of his patriarchate, Alexander was 
engaged in a struggle with Arius over the recruitment of ascetic 
Christians as supporters of his theological position. Indeed, it was 
this struggle that Athanasius inherited when he became patriarch 
after Alexander’s death in 328, only three years after the Council of 
Nicaea. Like his predecessor, Athanasius would actively court com¬ 
munities of urban ascetics in Alexandria, competing with the followers 
of Arius for their theological allegiance and political backing. 46 
Ultimately, Athanasius’ success in cultivating monastic support 
would definitively stamp his legacy and reshape the social contours 
of Egyptian papal authority. 
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From Alexandria to the Desert: 

Athanasius and the Cultivation of Monastic Support 

In the sanctuary of the Old Church of the Monastery of Saint Antony 
at the Red Sea, a thirteenth-century wall painting depicts the bearded 
figure of “Father Athanasius, the apostolic Patriarch of Alexandria” 
(Fig. 3). 47 Seated on a throne and wearing a robe—both signs of his 
patriarchal status—Athanasius smiles gently at the viewer and cradles 
a Bible in his arms. Around him, the walls and niches of the sanctuary 
are lined with portraits of other Egyptian patriarchs (including Saint 
Mark). 48 Hundreds of kilometers away in another part of Egypt, a 
tenth-century painting from Tebtunis in the Fayum offers us another 
glimpse of how Athanasius was remembered and revered by later 
Copts (Fig. 4). In this second painting (dated by inscription to 953), 
Athanasius is located immediately beneath the central apse depiction 
of Christ in Majesty (a prominent place usually occupied by the Virgin 
Mary in Coptic iconography). 49 Just as in the wall painting at Saint 
Antony’s, the figure of Athanasius is enrobed and enthroned, gazing 
on the viewer with a tranquil aspect. However, unlike in the Red Sea 
painting, at Tebtunis he is flanked not by other patriarchs, but by the 
two famous monastic pioneers from Egyptian history—Saint Antony 
and Saint Pachomius. 

These two paintings—one from the Red Sea coast, and the other 
from the inland oasis of the Fayum—visually attest the privileged status 
accorded “Athanasius the Great” in later Coptic tradition as both 
patriarch and as patron of the monastic life. 50 In both paintings, 
Athanasius is portrayed as a founding father of the Coptic church, and 
his peaceful visage is meant to inspire the viewer to divine contem¬ 
plation. However, the historian of late antiquity cannot help but view 
these paintings with different eyes, for these serene images of 
Athanasius in fact mask a history of turbulent conflicts and controversies 
that beset him during his forty-five year reign as patriarch of 
Alexandria (328-373). 

Indeed, Athanasius’ reign was beset by conflict from its very 
inception. Starting in the first few years of his tenure, Athanasius’ 
opponents—first the Melitians and then the Arians—began challenging 
his authority as patriarch. Such challenges were directed against 
Athanasius on two fronts. First, some of his opponents contested the 
validity of his election as the rightful successor to Alexander. 51 Several 
of the ancient sources (including Athanasius’ own Second Apology) 
attest to the fact that Melitian bishops lodged accusations against what 
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they perceived as the irregularity of Athanasius’ election: in particu¬ 
lar, they accused him of having been elected in secret by a renegade 
faction of bishops. 52 According to one ancient source, the Melitians 
in their dissatisfaction actually took the step of electing a rival bishop 
for the see of Alexandria (a man named Theonas). 53 This course of 
action (along with their accusations against Athanasius) may have 
stemmed from the fact that Athanasius and his supporters had tried 
to exclude Melitian bishops from voting in the election. In any case, 
the Index to Athanasius’ corpus of Festal Letters reveals that there 
was almost a two-month delay between Alexander’s death (April 17, 
328) and Athanasius’ election (June 8, 328). 54 While one account 
attributes this delay to the fact that Athanasius was away on church 
business at the time of Alexander’s death, 55 it would not be surprising if 
a disagreement over election procedure also played a role in delaying 
the outcome. 

Second, in addition to their unrest over Athanasius’ election, the 
Melitians, soon joined by the Arians, also accused the new bishop of 
coercive leadership tactics in his dealings with minority factions within 
the church. In the early years of Athanasius’ episcopate (probably in 
the summer of A,D. 330), the Meletian and Arian parties rallied around 
their opposition to Athanasius as a common cause and formed an 
alliance led by Eusebius of Nicomedia. 56 Together, they brought a 
series of charges against the Egyptian bishop to Constantine the 
emperor. Eventually, their insistence in pressing these charges led to 
Athanasius’ ecclesiastical trial at the Council of Tyre in A.D. 335. 

According to the fifth-century historian Sozomen, Athanasius’ 
accusers claimed that he had punished Melitians with beatings, impris¬ 
oned their leaders, and burned their churches. 57 While a number of the 
specific accusations proved to be spurious (including a later trumped-up 
charge of murder), the discovery of new documentary evidence in the 
last century has lent credence to the fact that Athanasius was not averse 
to strong-arm tactics in his efforts to suppress ecclesiastical dissent. The 
new evidence, discovered in 1922, consists of a private letter on papyrus 
written in Greek by a Melitian Christian named Callistus. 58 In the letter, 
Callistus relates to his friends that Athanasius had imprisoned or exiled 
at least eleven Melitian leaders, and that one of them (a man named 
Heraiscus) had been scourged while imprisoned. 59 

A number of scholars have taken the discovery of this letter as an 
occasion to reevaluate the personal character of Athanasius as a church 
leader, in the process often portraying him in starkly negative terms. 60 
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Others have attempted to rehabilitate Athanasius’ image by offering 
alternative (more congenial) readings of available sources, by refocusing 
attention on his masterful theological and pastoral output, or by rec¬ 
ognizing how his methods mirrored that of his opponents and simply 
reflected the polemical spirit of the times. 61 This is not the place to 
enter into such a debate: suffice it to say that Athanasius’ personality 
is not quantifiable in simplistic terms. 

More important for our study of larger trends in the development 
of the Coptic papacy is the fact that Athanasius’ methods in this 
conflict (as well as his opponents’) reflect fundamental changes in the 
way church leaders (in Egypt and elsewhere) viewed the relation 
between ecclesiastical and secular authority. By deploying the instru¬ 
ments of Roman civil law (especially imprisonment and sentences of 
exile) in an effort to disrupt local church leadership and organization 
among the dissenting Melitians, Athanasius was publicly extending the 
boundaries of patriarchal authority into the civil sphere. In doing so, 
he set a precedent that his successors in office would follow, often with 
considerable zeal. 

For their part, the allied Arian and Meletian parties increasingly 
tried to link their own cause to the mechanisms of imperial law and 
authority, casting Athanasius’ actions as treasonous and appealing to 
the emperor Constantine to intervene on their behalf. In the short 
term, their accusations and appeals met with success. At the Arian- 
controlled Council of Tyre in 335, Athanasius was condemned and 
subsequently sent into exile by the emperor. He would spend 23 of the 
next 32 years in exile or hiding while the Arian cause gained strength 
and benefited from imperial support. In all, Athanasius served five 
separate periods of banishment: the first in Gaul (335-337), the second 
in Rome and the Italian peninsula (339-346), and the final three in 
Upper Egypt (356-362, 362-364, 365-366). 

It would be difficult to overestimate the extent to which 
Athanasius’ experience of exile stamped the social role and identity of 
the Coptic papacy. In the figure of the exiled Athanasius, the Coptic 
papacy was reshaped as an icon of resistance. This reshaping of papal 
identity was accomplished, in large part, through Athanasius’ own 
representation of himself in relation to imperial authority. In his writings, 
he portrays himself as a model for such resistance, sometimes casting 
himself in the role of biblical figures who stood up to the unjust rule 
of temporal authorities. One example of this appears in Athanasius’ 
History of the Arians , a scathing attack against the Arian emperor 
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Constantius II (337-361 C.E.), the son and successor to Constantine. 
Writing during his third exile (ca. 357), the exiled bishop depicts 
Constantius as a latter-day Pharaoh who has abandoned his promises 
to Athanasius’ allies (the “people”). 62 Implicit in his intertextual 
allusion to the Exodus is Athanasius’ presentation of himself as a new 
Moses, the faithful leader of an exiled people. Athanasius’ strategy 
of self-representation would exert a profound influence over later 
generations of patriarchs: the Egyptian popes of the late-fifth, sixth, 
and early-seventh centuries would regularly justify their principled 
resistance to the emperor’s will on the basis of similar biblical models 
and on the basis of Athanasius’ own precedent (see chapter 4). 

Just as important, Athanasius’ experience of exile also provided him 
with the opportunity to deepen and consolidate his ties with local 
monastic communities in the Nile Valley and in the Eastern and 
Western Deserts. Already during the early years of his episcopate 
Athanasius had begun positioning himself as a patron of Egyptian 
monasticism: in A.D. 329-330 he conducted a tour of churches and 
monasteries in Upper Egypt, 63 and in the decades following he 
addressed several letters and treatises to ascetic communities of women 
living in Alexandria and its environs, 64 as well as to prominent (male) 
monastic leaders in Upper Egypt. 65 From early on, Athanasius’ 
patronage of monastic concerns was intimately tied to his larger anti- 
Arian agenda. In his correspondence with ascetic women, for example, 
he endeavors to show how the Christological doctrine of Nicaea 
uniquely satisfied monastic concerns about the human potential to live a 
virginal life, and (at the same time) how the rival Arian teaching ulti¬ 
mately thwarted these same concerns. This is vividly demonstrated in his 
First Letter to Virgins (written ca. 337-339), where he quotes extensively 
from his predecessor Pope Alexander’s teachings and casts himself as 
Alexander’s rightful successor in both the defense of Christological 
“orthodoxy” and the patronage of women’s monasticism. 66 

Athanasius’ third exile in A.D. 356-362 inaugurated a new, intensive 
stage in his attempts to secure more widespread monastic allegiance to 
the Nicene cause. Condemned by the Arian-dominated Council of 
Milan in 355 and forced to go into hiding after his church in 
Alexandria was raided by a Roman military search party, Athanasius 
spent most of the next ten years (his final three periods of exile: A.D. 
356-362, 362-364, 365-366) living in secret among communities of 
monks in Upper Egypt. 67 The protection these monks offered 
Athanasius (including their success at facilitating his initial escape) 
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gives witness to the success of his earlier attempts to cultivate grass¬ 
roots loyalty among them. While Athanasius’ exact whereabouts and 
activities during this period remain unknown, it is clear that he used his 
time in exile as an opportunity to reinforce monastic allegiance to the 
Alexandrian patriarchate and to Nicene theology. The evidence comes 
from Athanasius’ own writings: a number of his works during this 
period—including several letters, historical treatises, and an ascetic biog¬ 
raphy—were either addressed to monks or dedicated to monastic causes. 
Through these varied literary forms, Athanasius waged an intensive anti- 
Arian propaganda campaign among his monastic hosts. 

In one of his letters addressed to Egyptian monks during this period, 
Athanasius reveals one of the reasons for his heightened concerns 
about Arian influence in the monasteries. He warns his readers of 
"certain persons who hold with Arius and go about the monasteries 
with no other object save that under color of visiting you,” and 
laments the fact that there are monks who have no qualms about 
worshiping with their Arian counterparts. 68 Athanasius responds to 
this perceived threat by urging his followers to withhold hospitality 
from their Arian visitors, as well as from monks among their own 
ranks who allowed themselves to mingle with the Arians in worship. 
The social impact of Athanasius’ instruction would have been strongly 
felt: here, the Alexandrian bishop was asking the monks to forsake a 
fundamental monastic virtue—the reception of guests—in order to 
mark the inviolability of certain theological boundaries, 69 

Athanasius also tried to steel his monastic adherents against Arian 
sympathizers through other rhetorical means. One way was by cata¬ 
loguing and highlighting the atrocities allegedly committed by the 
Arians against faithful Athanasian monks. In his History of the Arians , 
for example, Athanasius describes in lurid detail how the Arian perse¬ 
cutors overran monasteries, bound and tortured monks, and subjected 
virgins to humiliation, vulgar curses, stonings, scourgings, and beatings 
with palm-tree rods that left thorns in their limbs. 70 Elsewhere in that 
same work, Athanasius relates how an Arian official had even spit on 
a letter sent to him by the famous anchorite, Saint Antony. The exiled 
bishop does not hesitate to note that the man suffered God’s judgment 
shortly thereafter when he died after being bitten and thrown by a 
horse. 71 These sensationalist accounts of Arian barbarism seem to have 
been intended for "monks sympathetic to the author,” 72 and as such, 
they were designed to raise monastic ire against the Arian leadership in 
Alexandria who had temporarily ousted Athanasius from power. 
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In the story about Saint Antony mentioned above, Athanasius uses 
a legendary detail from the life of the famous solitary to promote his 
“anti-Arian campaign” among Egyptian monks. Athanasius’ Life of 
Saint Antony , also written during his third exile, represents this same 
agenda but on a much larger scale. This ascetic biography became a 
veritable bestseller in late antiquity. Written shortly after Antony’s 
death in 356, within fifty years his story was known by both monastic 
and lay readers throughout the Mediterranean world. Indeed, a number 
of prominent church leaders of the fourth and fifth centuries give 
accounts of their dependence upon the Life in both their writing and 
their ascetic practice, including Gregory of Nazianzus (Asia Minor), 
Jerome (Rome/ Palestine), and Augustine (Italy/ North Africa). 73 

The work is not a conventional biography in the modern sense: 
Athanasius’ concern was not so much to chronicle the details of 
Antony’s life as to yoke Antony’s monastic calling to Nicene “ortho¬ 
doxy.” 74 He did so, most explicitly, by portraying the monk Antony 
as an activist for the Nicene cause. In chapter 68, for example, when so- 
called “Ariomaniacs” come to visit him at his desert cell, the holy man 
is said to have “chased them away from the mountain, saying that their 
words were worse than the poison of serpents.” 75 For ancient 
Egyptian readers, the spatial movement of this story would have 
conveyed a vivid social and theological message. In Egypt, the “moun¬ 
tain” was understood as the high desert terrain that was elevated in 
relation to the Nile Valley and oases. It was a place that increasingly 
became associated with scattered settlements of monks who had with¬ 
drawn from village life in order to pursue a life of solitude. Thus, 
Athanasius, in highlighting Antony’s act of chasing his Arian visitors 
off the “mountain,” was effectively denying competing Arian claims 
over monastic patronage and monastic space. As such, the story would 
have reinforced Athanasius’ admonitions in his Letters to Monks 
regarding hospitality offered to Arian visitors. 

The very next chapter of the Life (ch. 69) once again uses geo¬ 
graphical space to press home Antony’s opposition to Arian doctrine. 
It details the story of how Antony “came down off the mountain” and 
entered Alexandria in order to refute Arian claims that he shared their 
theological views. Athanasius’ account of these events shows how the 
monk Antony was a hotly contested figure in Arian-Athanasian 
debates even during his own lifetime. On the one hand, the story gives 
evidence (in fact, it takes it on assumption) that the Arians were claiming 
Antony as one of their own. On the other hand, it shows how 
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biblical canon and promote a uniformity of practice among the monks 
regarding the use of scripture 81 —all these were key factors in his 
efforts to link monastic patronage with the theological position of the 
Alexandrian patriarchate. To a large extent, Athanasius 5 efforts in this 
area were successful. Despite the fact that some monastic communities in 
Egypt continued to maintain a somewhat independent posture toward 
episcopal leadership, Athanasius’ visits and correspondence brought 
many monasteries (including the influential Pachomian federation) in 
line with Alexandrian patriarchal authority. 82 Buoyed by such local 
monastic support, Athanasius would return to Alexandria in 366 from his 
fifth and final exile as “an elder statesman renowned for his heroic 
defense of Nicene orthodoxy. 5 ’ 83 He would not witness the end of the 
Arian conflict, nor would he immerse himself again in international 
theological debates, and yet during the final seven years of his life (up 
until his death in 373) the formidable Athanasius remained largely 
unchallenged in his Egyptian see. His periods of exile behind him, he was 
free to spend his last years editing his own works, commissioning an 
official history of the Alexandrian church (one that upheld his version of 
events), and sponsoring the construction of a basilica that would bear his 
name. 84 Such literary and architectural acts of patronage were designed to 
ensure that his stormy tenure of leadership would not be forgotten. 

Athanasius’ immediate papal successors, Peter II and Timothy, 
reaped both the blessings and the curses of his controversial legacy. Upon 
succeeding Athanasius, Peter II (373-3 80) faced renewed aggression from 
the Arian faction, who put forward a counterclaimant to the 
Alexandrian episcopal throne (a man named Lucius of Antioch) and 
recruited local military assistance for attacks against Peter’s churches. 
Like his predecessor, Peter was forced to go into exile to Rome, 
remaining there from 373 to 378. Along with him, scores of monks 
were also sent into exile—some to the mines, some to the Galilee in 
northern Palestine, and some to remote islands. 85 The common fate 
shared by these loyalist monks shows that the bonds created by 
Athanasius’ “monastic campaign” continued to endure during Peter’s 
reign as patriarch. 

It was not until early in the reign of Peter’s brother Timothy (A.D. 
380-385) that the Arian controversy itself would finally be resolved. In 
381, the Council of Constantinople reaffirmed the theological tenets 
that were framed at Nicaea and defended for decades by Athanasius. 86 
However, at the same time, other decisions of the council planted 
seeds of conflict for the Alexandrian patriarchate in the near future. 
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In particular, the Council granted the see of Constantinople “the priv¬ 
ileged rights of honor after the bishop of Rome/’ a decision that quick¬ 
ly became the source of tension between Constantinople and the more 
ancient bishopric of Alexandria. 87 This inter-ecclesial rivalry would 
erupt into open conflict during the extended reign of Timothy's suc¬ 
cessor, Theophilus (a.D. 385-412). 

Theophilus’ Anti-Pagan Campaign 
and the Battle over Origen’s Legacy 

The seventh-century Chronicle by the Coptic bishop John of Nikiu 
records a legend of how Theophilus and his sister were orphaned as 
children, but soon after were brought under the patronage and protection 
of Athanasius. Early in the story, Theophilus and his sister, in the 
care of an Ethiopian slave who had belonged to their parents, are 
brought to a temple dedicated to the gods Artemis and Apollo. 
However, “when the children entered, the gods fell to the earth and 
were broken.” God reveals this miracle to the patriarch Athanasius, 
who baptizes the children (along with the now-repentant slave), 
places the sister in a convent until ready for marriage, and establishes 
Theophilus as a reader in the church. Later, the story tells how 
Theophilus would rise to “the throne of Mark the Evangelist in the 
city of Alexandria,” and how his sister would give birth to Cyril, 
Theophilus' eventual successor as patriarch. 88 This legend, probably 
not historical in its details, nonetheless had a particular rhetorical 
aim: namely, to reinforce the ties of Alexandrian patriarchal succession 
and, even more specifically, to link Theophilus and Cyril to their 
famous predecessor (and to each other) by means of divine revelations 
and familial connections. 

Whether or not Theophilus enjoyed Athanasius' patronage as a 
young man, it is clear that he inherited his predecessor's mantle as a 
controversialist. Early in his career (during the early 390's) he waged 
an often violent campaign against paganism in Egypt, a campaign 
portended in his childhood legend by the dramatic fall of the idols in 
his presence. Later, he waged war against the so-called “Origenists” 
who rejected anthropomorphic conceptions of God. As I will show 
below, these two social campaigns were in many ways at cross-purposes 
theologically, but both had profound implications for the developing, 
yet sometimes contentious, relationship between the Alexandrian 
patriarchate and Egyptian monks. Theophilus' penchant for controversy 
and his policy toward the regulation of monastic beliefs within Egypt 
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had international ramifications as well—it ultimately brought him into 
open conflict with the church at Constantinople and its bishop John 
Chrysostom, The tensions that developed between the two sees in this 
period in many ways anticipated the eventual schism between the rival 
sees during the fifth century. 

Theophilus* reputation as patriarch and controversialist is vividly 
documented in a pair of images found in the margins of an illuminated 
papyrus from the early fifth century. 89 In the first image, a figure iden¬ 
tified as “Saint Theophilus” stands below an oblong bodily form 
wrapped in strips of cloth—the mummified body of his predecessor 
Timothy (Fig. 5a). As in the legend recorded by John of Nikiu, the 
apostolic succession of Saint Mark is emphasized—graphically 
depicted in this case as the transfer of authority between the deceased 
Timothy and his living successor Theophilus, who is enrobed in the 
episcopal pallium . 90 In the second image (Fig. 5b), Theophilus stands 
on a pedestal decorated with the bust of the Egyptian god Serapis: as 
part of his campaign against paganism, Theophilus destroyed the 
famous Serapeum in Alexandria and built a Christian church on the 
site. Here, the artist visually celebrates Theophilus* nascent triumph 
over the Serapis cult and the other indigeneous religions of Egypt. 91 
In this context, it is interesting that Theophilus* posture in both 
images—in each, he stands dressed in an episcopal robe and holds a 
Bible inscribed with a cross—closely resembles the formulaic way of 
depicting biblical prophets in the same manuscript. 92 This artistic 
detail subtly echoes Theophilus* own way of representing himself in 
many of his writings. In taking the part of the controversialist in 
combat against both paganism and Origenist thought, Theophilus 
cast himself in the role of the Old Testament prophets, who stood 
fast in the face of idols. 93 

According to Rufinus* History of the Church (ca. A.D. 402—403), the 
origins of Theophilus* conflict with the pagan cults of Alexandria lay 
in the chance discovery of an underground pagan sanctuary during 
renovations to a Christian church in the city. In an act intended to 
humiliate the adherents of the cult, Theophilus had their sacred 
objects of worship paraded through the streets. 94 Enraged by 
Theophilus* provocative act, local pagans rioted with attacks against 
Christians. The result was the outbreak of intercommunal violence 
and the eventual retreat of the pagan militant faction to the 
Serapeum. The emperor Theodosius responded to the situation by 
issuing an edict granting the besieged pagans amnesty, but at the 
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same time authorizing the suppression of pagan cults and celebrating 
the Christians who died in the violence as martyrs. Led by 
Theophilus, the Christians subsequently dismantled the Serapeum 
stone-by-stone: they hacked the main statue of Serapis with axes and 
then burned what was left in different parts of the city. 95 

Ancient sources reveal that Egyptian monks played a leading role 
in this anti-pagan pogrom. According to one of the Sayings of the 
Desert Fathers , Theophilus actively recruited the support of monks by 
calling them to the city to help in the destruction of the temples. 96 This 
evidence is corroborated by the pagan author Libanius, who identifies 
the monks (“these men clad in black”) as those most to blame for 
destroying one of the most sacred precincts of Alexandrian paganism. 97 

In the case of the Serapeum, Theophilus even went so far as to 
encourage monks to take up residence at the ruined site after its 
destruction. 98 He also funded and expedited the construction of a 
new church at the site. 99 His dedication of the church to John the 
Baptist and Elijah and acquisition of their relics were acts of patron¬ 
age that would have subtly underscored his claims to be a worthy 
heir of the prophets in his fight against pagan belief. At the same 
time, especially in the context of his support for monastic residence 
in the ruins of the Serapeum, his dedication of the new church also 
may have been designed to reinforce his image as a patron of 
Egyptian monks, many of whom viewed John the Baptist and Elijah 
as privileged prophetic models for the ascetic life. 100 Theophilus 
employed a similar policy at Canopus, a location east of Alexandria 
known as a destination for pagan pilgrimage: he built one of his 
churches there and persuaded monks from Jerusalem, and later, 
Egyptian monks from the Pachomian tradition, to establish commu¬ 
nities in the vicinity. 101 One pagan author of the period complained 
about how Theophilus and the Christians “settled these monks at 
Canopus also,... collected the bones and skulls of criminals who had 
been put to death for numerous crimes (i.e., the martyrs), . . . and 
haunted their sepulchers (i.e., made pilgrimage to their shrines).” 102 
In the case of both the Alexandrian Serapeum and Canopus, one can 
see how Theophilus’ patronage of monastic settlements at formerly 
pagan sites was linked with a larger political and religious aim of 
“Christianizing” the Egyptian landscape through extensive building 
projects and the consecration of sacred relics. 103 

Theophilus’ relationship with Egyptian monks was not always so 
cooperative and congenial; complications soon arose that brought the 
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patriarch into conflict not only with Egyptian monastic leaders, but 
also with the church at Constantinople. The late fourth and early fifth 
centuries witnessed the rapid expansion of monastic influence in 
Egypt: the monasteries at Nitria and Seeds were flourishing, and new 
communities were established at the fifth, ninth, and eighteenth mile¬ 
posts along the road west of Alexandria. 104 In Upper Egypt, the abbot 
Shenoute was directing the White Monastery federation at Atripe (near 
modern Sohag) through a period of unprecedented growth. 105 The 
network of Pachomian monasteries also thrived: archaeological evidence 
from the late fourth or early fifth century confirms the wealth and pop¬ 
ularity of the Pachomian monastery at Pbow, where a new basilica was 
constructed. Measuring 56 meters in length and 30 meters in width, it 
would have been one of the largest churches in Egypt at the time. 106 

The increasing numbers of Egyptian monks and their sometimes 
diverse theological perspectives posed new challenges to Theophilus in 
his attempts to maintain his authority and provide pastoral direction 
for these burgeoning communities. Indeed, the roots of these compli¬ 
cations in Theophilus’ relationship with the monks may be traced to 
one of his annual Paschal Letters . Every year, the bishop of Alexandria 
would write an official letter to inform the country of the Alexandrian 
calculation regarding the date of Easter and the beginning of the sea¬ 
sonal Lenten observance. In his Paschal Letter of 399, which circulated 
as usual among the monasteries, Theophilus strenuously defended the 
incorporeality of God over against monks (and others in the church) 
who held to anthropomorphic conceptions of the divinity. The theme 
of this letter reflected his indebtedness to the theology of Origen. 107 It 
also cohered with Theophilus’ larger anti-pagan agenda: in it he urged 
his readers to avoid human images or analogies in thinking about God 
lest they fall into the trap of pagan “ idolatry.” 108 

A monk from Scythia (modern day Romania) was visiting the 
monks at Seeds when Theophilus’ letter arrived. This monk, a man 
named John Cassian, subsequently reported on the uproar that ensued 
among monks who did not hold Theophilus’ viewpoint. 

Now . . . there came, according to custom, the official letters of 
the bishop Theophilus. In these he made the announcement 
about Easter and he included a long discussion of the absurd 
heresy of the Anthropomorphites, a heresy which he leveled 
with great eloquence. This was received very bitterly by almost 
every sort of monk throughout all Egypt, monks who, in their 
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simplicity, had been ensnared by the error. Indeed, the majority 
of the older men among the brethren asserted that in fact the 
bishop was to be condemned as someone corrupted by the most 
serious heresy, someone opposing the ideas of holy Scripture, 
someone who denied that almighty God was of human shape— 
and this despite the clear scriptural evidence that Adam was 
created in His image. Those living in the desert of Scete and 
who were far ahead of all the Egyptian monks in perfection and 
knowledge denounced the bishop’s letter. Among all the priests 
only our own Paphnutius was an exception. Those in charge of 
the three other churches in the desert refused to allow the letter 
to be read or publicly presented at their assemblies. 109 

Cassian went on to relate the story of one monk in Paphnutius’ 
monastery who, having been “persuaded” to abandon his anthropo¬ 
morphic views, “broke down in tears” when the community gathered for 
worship, “for he sensed that the human image of God which he used to 
draw before him as he prayed was now gone from his heart.” Throwing 
himself on the ground, the monk cried out, “They’ve taken my God 
away from me. I have no one to hold on to, and I don’t know whom to 
adore or address.” 110 This monk’s heart-tugging lament vividly demon¬ 
strates how such anthropomorphite conceptions of God were intimately 
intertwined with the daily activities of monastic prayer and worship. 111 

Other monks in the Nitrian desert were not content simply to 
acquiesce and allow their mental images of God to be stripped from 
them. Indeed, a number of the monks took immediate action: they left 
their monasteries and traveled to Alexandria, where they raised a riot 
against the archbishop. Some reportedly even had designs on 
Theophilus’ life. Faced with this threat, Theophilus underwent a sudden 
change of heart. First, he sought to mollify the enraged monks by 
greeting them with language that implicitly (but pointedly) endorsed 
their belief that God had human characteristics: “I see you as the face 
of God ” (my emphasis). Then, when the monks pressed him further, 
he agreed to denounce the theology of Origen, which he had so recently 
embraced as the rationale for his festal letter. 112 

Theophilus’ about turn had dire implications for Nitrian monks 
who held Origenist beliefs and had previously supported him in his 
teachings on the incorporeality of God. Among these monks was a 
man named Isidore, who had served previously as the “guest-master of 
the church of Alexandria,” and four monks called the “Tall Brothers” 
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(Dioscorus, Ammonius, Eusebius, and Euthymius), former 
confidants of Theophilus whom he had recruited for clerical service in 
Alexandria and in Hermopolis (a city in Upper Egypt). 113 Even 
before Theophilus 5 decision to transfer his support to the 
“Anthropomorphites,” these monks had grown disillusioned with 
the patriarch’s economic policies—especially his extravagant invest¬ 
ments in church building projects—and had withdrawn once again to the 
desert. 114 Now, the growing tensions in their relationship with 
Theophilus were exacerbated by theological factors. Once allies in sup¬ 
port of Origen’s theology, the patriarch and his former friends now 
found themselves on opposite sides of a theological divide. 

Theophilus’ actions from this point on seem to have been driven by 
a volatile mix of theological and political motivations: his subsequent 
attempts to impose theological conformity among the monks of Nitria 
reflected his larger concern to consolidate monastic allegiance behind 
the stated policies of the patriarchate. 115 The implementation of 
Theophilus’ new anti-Origenist policy was both swift and brutal: he 
excommunicated Isidore and sent letters to local bishops ordering the 
expulsion of the Origenist leaders in the monasteries under their juris¬ 
diction. 116 When the Tall Brothers came to Alexandria to appeal for 
clemency, Theophilus turned them away roughly and then convened a 
synod to condemn the monks formally. In their place, he installed five 
loyalists from the Nitrian monasteries. Finally, he sent military troops 
to Nitria to expel the monks by force and to quell resistance. 117 

Writing to Jerome later that same year, Theophilus once again 
portrays his actions in continuity with those of the Old Testament 
prophets: “ Certain worthless, raving mad men who desired to sow and 
to scatter the heresy of Origen in the monasteries of Nitria have been 
cut down with my prophet’s sickle.” 118 Here one sees how Theophilus 
tried to turn his earlier anti-pagan rhetoric on its head by radically 
reorienting his application of biblical models. As mentioned before, 
Theophilus’ original opposition to theological anthropomorphitism 
had cohered closely with the agenda of his anti-pagan campaign: by 
portraying himself in solidarity with the biblical prophets, he had 
underscored his opposition to the (idolatrous) use of human images in 
worshiping God. However, with his mind now changed, Theophilus 
readily employed the same biblical rhetoric to argue from the other 
side. Thus, by characterizing his actions against the Origenist monks 
in prophetic terms, he was suggesting that adherence to Origen’s the¬ 
ology was tantamount to idolatry, even though it eschewed the use of all 
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human images in contemplating the divine. His ally Jerome dips into 
the same rhetorical well when he calls the Origenist monks “demonic 
spirits” who have been “crushed by the authority and eloquence” of 
Theophilus. 119 In the case of both writers, the logical consistency of 
the analogy employed was less important than its rhetorical force in 
the public debates over Origen’s legacy. 120 

Theophilus’ actions against the Origenist monks quickly brought 
the conflict onto an international stage. 121 Because of the military raid 
on the monasteries at Nitria, the four Tall Brothers were forced to flee 
the country—first to Palestine, and then to Constantinople. In the 
meantime, Theophilus engaged himself in an intensive letter-writing 
campaign in which he sought to drum up support for the anti- 
Origenist cause and instructed other bishops in the East (Palestine, 
Cyprus, and Asia Minor) not to receive the fugitive ascetics. The 
Egyptian patriarch chose some of his new monastic appointments at 
Nitria as couriers for this correspondence. 122 This was a further means 
by which Theophilus consolidated his authority among the monastic 
leadership and (at the same time) publicly advertised his role as the 
patron par excellence of Egyptian monks. Indeed, his growing antipathy 
for Isidore may have been grounded in a rivalry for monastic patronage: 
in one of Theophilus’ letters he excoriates Isidore for using his sub¬ 
stantial wealth to win support among the monks and to help facilitate 
the Tall Brothers’ escape. 123 

As soon as they reached the imperial capital, the Tall Brothers 
appealed to the bishop of the city, John Chrysostom, to provide them 
with protection and to serve as an advocate for their cause against 
Theophilus’ attacks. In response to their petition, Chrysostom 
wrote to Theophilus, informing him that the exiled monks were 
thinking about bringing charges against him and urging him instead 
to welcome the monks peaceably back to their home country. The 
intervention of the bishop of Constantinople in what Theophilus 
viewed as an internal Egyptian church matter only enraged the 
Alexandrian patriarch further. The ill will between the two patriarchs 
probably originated a few years earlier in 397 when Theophilus had 
opposed Chrysostom’s election and (ironically) proposed his then- 
friend Isidore as a rival candidate. 124 Now, summoned to Constantinople 
to defend himself against the monks’ grievances, Theophilus decided to 
lodge his own charges against Chrysostom, accusing him (a double 
irony) of violating the Canons of Nicaea by interfering in affairs out¬ 
side the bounds of his own diocese. Theophilus’ countersuit, along 
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with his own shrewd political maneuverings while in the capital, even¬ 
tually contributed to the condemnation of Chrysostom at the Synod 
of the Oak (a.d. 403, at Chalcedon) and his exile to Bithynia in Asia 
Minor J 25 By this time, the dispute between Theophilus and the 
monks had faded into the background. In fact, after the death of two 
of the Tall Brothers, the other dissenting monks reconciled with 
Theophilus at the Synod of the Oak. 126 At least for the time being, 
the Alexandrian patriarch had been able—through the sheer force of 
his sizable will—to reexert a tenuous control over his Egyptian 
monastic clientele. There were no more monastic uproars during the 
remaining ten years of his patriarchate. However, even after the exile and 
death of Chrysostom, the tensions between the Alexandrian and 
Constantinopolitan sees would continue to simmer, as both cities 
continued to vie for preeminent status in the church alongside Rome. 
With the outbreak of the Christological Controversy in the fifth century 
during the reigns of Theophilus 5 successors, Cyril (412-444) and 
Dioscorus (444-454), these inter-ecclesial tensions would once again 
come to a raging boil. 

Cyril, Dioscorus, and the Controversy over Christ 

After his election as bishop of Alexandria in 412, Cyril began to imple¬ 
ment policies that bore a strong resemblance to those of his predecessor 
Theophilus. Such continuity in policy should not be surprising since 
the two shared a familial tie: Cyril was Theophilus 5 nephew (his 
mother was Theophilus 5 younger sister). 127 As a close relation of the 
Alexandrian bishop, Cyril would have enjoyed a privileged educational 
upbringing. Later in his life, at the Council of Ephesus (431), he 
would celebrate the fact that he had been “nurtured (etraphen) at the 
hands of holy and orthodox fathers.” 128 While this was in part a 
defense of his orthodox theological pedigree, it also probably 
reflected his awareness of how he had benefited in concrete ways 
from the watchful guardianship of Theophilus, and early on perhaps 
even Theophilus 5 mentor Athanasius. 129 The ramifications of Cyril’s 
family connection with Theophilus were not lost on his contemporaries. 
The well-known monk Isidore of Pelusium, for one, recognized how 
Cyril was “his uncle’s nephew” not only by blood, but also in his 
combative public persona. 130 

Cyril followed Theophilus most notably in two areas: first, his con¬ 
tinued activism against paganism and heterodox forms of Christianity 
in Egypt, and second, his theological and political opposition to the 
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bishops of Constantinopole—both their christological doctrine and 
their aspirations to expand the episcopal authority of their see. 131 In 
each of these two cases, Cyril’s presentation of himself in continuity 
with Theophilus was coordinated with his monastic policy. His efforts 
to exert his authority more fully over Egyptian monks and to retain their 
allegiance would prove especially valuable during the last years of his 
patriarchate (and during the patriarchate of his successor Dioscorus) 
when the Alexandrian and Constantinopolitan sees became embroiled in 
what has come to be called the “Christological Controversy.” 

Against Pagans, Against Heretics: 

Religious Intolerance and the Construction 
of Community Identity under Cyril of Alexandria 

In 415 c.e., only the third full year of Cyril’s episcopacy, a mob of 
Alexandrian Christians, led by a lector named Peter, waylaid the carriage 
of the famous Alexandrian Platonist philosopher Hypatia, dragged her 
to the church next to Cyril’s residence (the Caesareum\ stripped off her 
clothing, and murdered her with shards of pottery (ostraka). The his¬ 
torian Socrates continues the account: “After they had torn her apart 
limb from limb, and had gathered up her body parts at a place called 
Cinaron, they burned them up in a fire.” 132 This brutal assassination of 
Hypatia is often taken by historians as an emblem of the inter-religious 
tensions and the atmosphere of intolerance that existed in the church 
under Cyril. During his first two years in office, Cyril had already acted 
to seize several synagogues after inter-communal violence had broken 
out between Jews and Christians; 133 now, a prominent pagan philoso¬ 
pher lay dead—dismembered and burned—at the hands of Christians. 

Ancient and modern writers have long argued over the root social 
causes of Hypatia’s death and to what extent this tragic event was 
attributable to Cyril and the anti-pagan policies of the Alexandrian 
patriarchate. 134 A pagan writer of the sixth century goes so far as to 
blame Cyril directly for Hypatia’s murder, and this accusation was later 
picked up by the eighteenth-century historian Edward Gibbon. 135 
However, our earliest historical source, the above-mentioned Socrates, 
does not attribute any specific role to Cyril in the events leading up to 
Hypatia’s murder. He only observes that the violent act subsequently 
brought “opprobrium” upon both Cyril and his church. While Cyril 
may have been culpable for cultivating an atmosphere of unrest and reli¬ 
gious intolerance among the Alexandrian Christian populace, there is no 
direct or reliable evidence that he ordered a mafia-style “hit” on Hypatia. 
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Instead, Hypatia’s murder appears to have been the result, at least 
in part, of a complex ecclesiastical-juridical power struggle between 
Cyril and Orestes, the prefect of Alexandria. From the time of Cyril’s 
election in 412, the bishop had found himself in sharp conflict with the 
civil arm of the Alexandrian government. He had been elected despite 
the vigorous opposition of the local military leadership. 136 Cyril’s 
conflict with the government, and particularly with Orestes, rapidly 
escalated during the rioting that broke out between Christians and 
Jews in the city. On the eve of the rioting, Orestes had subjected one 
of Cyril’s most avid supporters to public torture on suspicion of spying. 
Then, after Cyril’s expulsion of the Jews from certain parts of the city, 
Orestes sent a letter to the emperor complaining about Cyril’s activities. 
When Orestes subsequently rebuffed the bishop’s attempts at recon¬ 
ciliation, a large group of Cyril’s monastic supporters—reportedly five 
hundred monks from Nitria who had been part of Theophilus’ brigade 
a decade earlier—accosted the prefect in the streets of Alexandria while 
he was riding in his chariot. A number of them screamed insults at him, 
calling him an “idolater” (despite his professed identity as a baptized 
Christian). One overexcited monk, a man named Ammonius, threw a 
stone at Orestes and wounded him in the head. Once again, Orestes’ 
official response was to have the offending party arrested and tortured. 
When Ammonius died as a result of his severe treatment, Cyril immedi¬ 
ately had the monk enrolled in the catalogue of Alexandrian Christian 
martyrs. In late antiquity, the martyrs—their relics and shrines—were 
thought to be conduits of social and spiritual power. By registering 
official lists of martyrs and keeping those lists under their own auspices, 
early Christian bishops like Cyril sought to control, redirect, and 
channel the power of the martyrs in the service of episcopal policy. 

In this case, Cyril’s action of recording Ammonius’ name in the 
catalogue of martyrs did not meet with universal support among the 
Christians living in the capital; some thought it an unnecessarily 
provocative gesture. 137 Nonetheless, his attempt to canonize Ammonius 
and the Nitrian monks’ accusations of idolatry against Orestes were ges¬ 
tures laden with social significance. They both demonstrate how, in the 
midst of this crisis, the patriarch and his monastic supporters sought to 
shape the self-identity of the Alexandrian church: they did so specifically 
by appealing to the legacy of the Egyptian martyrs—those who had 
famously stood firm against government oppression and idolatry. 

Therefore, Hypatia’s death ultimately may be traced to the 
confluence of two social factors: the increasingly exclusive lines of 
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cultic practice continued to thrive during the fifth century (and into the 
sixth and seventh as well). 142 One such still-vibrant cult was the cult of 
Isis, which maintained an active pilgrimage center at Menouthis, along 
the Mediterranean coast just east of Alexandria. 143 There, her temple 
functioned as a center for healing and oracular divination. Pilgrims 
would come to Menouthis seeking remedies for their ailments, often 
sleeping overnight at the shrine in the hope of experiencing dreams in 
which the goddess would come to them and heal them. The shrine of Isis 
continued to be a popular pilgrimage destination during Cyril’s tenure 
as bishop: for pagan devotees, it seems to have filled a social niche left 
vacant by Theophilus’ destruction of the Serapeum. 

Sometime before the year 429 C.E., the popularity of the Isis cult at 
Menouthis began to raise concerns for Cyril, who observed that 
Christians were among those making pilgrimage to that shrine. 144 In 
response, Cyril did not lead a band of enthusiasts to raze the temple of 
Isis after the fashion of Theophilus; the widespread popularity of the 
Isis cult and the charged atmosphere after the death of Hypatia would 
undoubtedly have precluded it. Instead, he took a more subtle, indirect 
approach in trying to “Christianize” the local topography: he established 
a Christian martyr shrine in the vicinity that would compete with the 
Isis cult as a place of healing and a destination for pilgrims—the shrine 
of Saints Cyrus and John at Menouthis. 145 

The story behind the founding of this pilgrimage center suggests 
both how Cyril countered the pagan practice of divination with his 
own claims to divine inspiration, and how his subsequent policy was 
shaped in light of Theophilus’ example. According to the writer 
Sophronius, 146 Cyril announced a vision in which an angel instructed 
him to transfer the relics from Alexandria to Menouthis. When the 
relics of the two saints—identified by the church as Diocletianic 
martyrs—were finally brought to Menouthis, Cyril left them in the 
care of the Pachomian monks whom two decades earlier Theophilus 
himself had established nearby at Canopus. Cyril’s founding of a pil¬ 
grimage shrine at Menouthis to house those relics may have even 
involved the architectural adaptation of a church structure Theophilus 
had originally built there. 147 In any case, like his predecessor, Cyril 
strategically used sacred artifacts and architecture, coordinated with 
the local presence of monastic communities, to contest pagan cultic 
space and to reclaim the Egyptian landscape as Christian territory. 

In his promotion of the Christian martyr cult and in his writings, 148 
Cyril sought to define the Coptic church’s identity over against pagan 
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beliefs and practices. Linked in spirit with this anti-pagan agenda were 
the numerous letters and treatises Cyril wrote against forms of 
Christian belief that he viewed as heretical or schismatic. In the 
introduction to his Letter to the Monks of Scetis , Cyril consciously 
frames his condemnation of Origenist and Arian beliefs in terms of 
anti-pagan rhetoric: “Those who side with Origen are following the 
aberration of the pagans and the madness of the Arians.” 149 In this letter, 
one sees again how Cyril emulated Theophilus in opposing certain 
Origenist ideas and seeking to enforce theological orthodoxy among 
the monks living in the area around Nitria and Scetis. In this case, 
however, CyriPs concern with Origen’s influence among the monks 
hinges not so much on a defense of anthropomorphite ideas about 
God, but on a defense of the resurrection of the flesh over against 
Origenist ideas about the dissolution of body and soul when they 
come into union with God. 150 In fact, even while he maintains a hard 
public line against certain forms of Origenist belief in the area around 
Scetis, in his correspondence with other monastic communities he 
actually reverses course and condemns extreme anthropomorphite 
doctrines. This can be seen in his correspondence with a Palestinian 
monastic community headed by a deacon-priest named Tiberias, as 
well as in his short Letter to Calosirius in which he concerns himself 
with heterodox beliefs circulating among the monks at Mount 
Calamon in the Egyptian Fayum. 151 

The letter addressed to Calosirius is especially instructive as it gives 
a picture of the mechanisms by which Cyril stayed informed about the 
inner workings in Egyptian monasteries and how he used personal 
letters to urge the re-drawing of theological boundaries. The patriarch 
apparently made use of monastic informants who provided him with 
information about those with divergent theological and ecclesiastical 
viewpoints in the monastery at Mount Calamon—not only those 
holding to extreme anthropomorphite views, but also Melitian 
monks as well. The picture painted is that of a monastery not sharply 
differentiated along doctrinal or sectarian lines. This picture of monas- 
ticism in the Fayum is confirmed by another source from this period— 
the Sayings of the Desert Fathers —that tells the story of how a famous 
orthodox monk named Sisoes settled in the Fayum and lived there peace¬ 
ably amidst a community of Melitian ascetics. 152 CyriPs interest in 
writing his letter to Calosirius, the bishop of the region, was to urge him 
to “put a stop to” those who were voicing errant beliefs and to forbid 
those he recognized as orthodox from associating with Melitians. 153 
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Despite the fact that his specific theological concerns are diametrically 
different in this case* Cyril follows Theophilus in his attempts to bring 
the monastic leadership more directly under his own authority. He does 
so by urging them to draw firmer, more exclusive lines of community 
identity by separating themselves from (or suppressing) monks who 
espouse theological and ecclesiastical views that differ from his own. 

The Christological Conflict with Constantinople (Part One) 

On the international front, Cyril also followed Theophilus in his 
turbulent relations with the church of Constantinople and its leader¬ 
ship. Early in Cyril’s episcopacy, this was most evident in the hard line 
he took with regard to the legacy of John Chrysostom, the former bishop 
of Constantinople. Theophilus’ conflict with Chrysostom had ended 
with the latter’s exile from office (and his ensuing death in 407). At the 
time of his exile, Chrysostom’s name had been stricken from the 
Alexandrian church diptychs—that is, the official ecclesiastical regis¬ 
ters that recorded the names of bishops in good standing. Now, just 
over a decade later, there was a move afoot in some sees to restore his 
name to the official list of bishops; indeed, the bishoprics of Rome, 
Constantinople, and Antioch did just that. However, Cyril, who had 
himself been present with Theophilus to witness Chrysostom’s con¬ 
demnation at the Synod of the Oak (403), adamantly refused, and he 
remained resolute even after Atticus, the new bishop of Constantinople 
(the second successor to Chrystostom), wrote him a letter appealing for 
clemency in the matter. 154 Over the course of his thirty-three years in 
office, Cyril gradually moderated his stance toward Chrysostom, 155 
but the tensions between Alexandria and Constantinople remained. 

These tensions erupted into full-blown theological warfare shortly 
after a man named Nestorius took office as bishop of Constantinople in 
the year 427. The opening salvo in this renewed conflict was Nestorius’ 
public proclamation against the doctrine that the Virgin Mary was the 
“Mother of God” ( Theotokos —literally, “God-bearer”). 156 Nestorius 
disagreed with this phrase: for him, it raised a series of troubling 
questions. How could Mary, only a human being, give birth to the 
transcendent God? Was that not a confusion of terms? Would it not 
be better to say that Mary gave birth to the human being, Jesus 
Christ? Therefore, Nestorius proposed an alternative title for Mary— 
the “Mother of Christ” (Christotokos): “That God passed through 
from the Virgin Christotokos I am taught by the divine Scripture, but 
that God was born from her I have not been taught anywhere.” In his 
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lectures on the subject, he went so far as to condemn those who con¬ 
tinued to call the Virgin Theotokos . 157 

Nestorius’ rejection of Theotokos provoked immediate indignation 
among the Egyptian church leadership. Prior to the fifth century, the 
term had had a long history of usage in Egypt; indeed, it seems to have 
been a distinctive feature of Alexandrian theology. Origen, Peter, 
Alexander, Athanasius, and Didymus the Blind—all either popes or 
prominent Alexandrian theological instructors—had employed this 
title for the Virgin Mary in their writings . 158 For Cyril himself, this 
term additionally served as a crucial theological tool in his efforts to 
combat the Isis cult in Egypt. Isis was known as the “great virgin” 
and as the “mother of the god” among her devotees: in Egyptian 
mythology, she was credited with giving birth to the Egyptian solar 
deity Horus. By representing Mary as the Virgin and Mother of God 
(Theotokos) in literature, liturgy, and art, Cyril and the fifth-century 
Egyptian church tried to appeal to the sensibilities of Isis worshippers 
and to redirect such devotion to the Christian cult of Mary . 159 Thus, it 
should not be surprising that when Cyril got wind of Nestorius’ 
teachings he immediately felt the need to defend this long-held tenet 
of Alexandrian belief in writing. 

The nature of CyriPs reaction is significant for understanding the role 
Egyptian monasticism continued to play in relation to the Alexandrian 
patriarchate. In the face of another theological dispute with 
Constantinople, Cyril turned to the Egyptian monasteries in an effort to 
consolidate this traditional base of support. Thus, even before writing to 
Nestorius directly, he composed a general Letter to the Monks of Egypt. 
In that letter, his primary concern was to root out potential seeds of 
doubt or division planted by the news of Nestorius’ teaching. He writes, 

But I am disturbed beyond measure because I have heard that 
certain troublesome rumors have reached you, and that certain 
men go about destroying your simple faith, spewing out a mul¬ 
titude of useless pet phrases, making close inquiries, and saying 
that it is necessary to specify clearly whether or not the Holy 
Virgin Mary is to be called the Mother of God . 160 

Sociologically, Cyril’s aim was to solidify the bonds of group 
loyalty under his own leadership: he did so by defining such loyalty 
on the basis of theological adherence and seeking to separate the 
community from teachings perceived to be false . 161 Over against 
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Nestorius’ claims that the doctrine of Theotokos was unscriptural, 
Cyril appealed to apostolic tradition and the “holy Fathers” of the 
faith—those who were thought to have interpreted Scripture rightly— 
in order to defend the use of that title for Mary . 162 Here, the History 
of the Patriarchs properly recognizes how Cyril’s rhetorical agenda 
was tied to the construction of Egyptian ecclesiastical identity: 
“Cyril availed himself of the weapons of the fathers, Alexander and 
Athanasius, and put on the breastplate of faith which his predeces¬ 
sors had handed down in the Church of Saint Mark the 
Evangelist .” 163 

In his Letter to the Monks of Egypt , Cyril appeals especially to 
Athanasius' precedent, citing two places where Athanasius himself 
referred to Mary as the “Mother of God .” 164 At the outset of this 
emerging christological debate with Nestorius, Cyril’s recollection of 
Athanasius’ example would have functioned on at least two levels. 
First, by situating himself as Athanasius’ spiritual successor in his 
correspondence with Egyptian monks, Cyril was laying claim to the 
role of monastic patron (and the benefits of monastic patronage) that 
Athanasius had established nearly one hundred years before. Second, 
by invoking Athanasius’ name, Cyril also laid claim to his mantle as 
orthodox defender of the Nicene faith: in his Letter to the Monks of 
Egypt , immediately after citing Athanasius, Cyril prominently quotes 
the text of the famous creed . 165 Later, when Nestorius also tried to 
align himself with Nicaea, Cyril would complain that the bishop of 
Constantinople had “not understood” and had “not interpreted 
rightly” the theology of that council . 166 

Cyril’s dependence on Athanasius also helps elucidate the deeper the¬ 
ological reasons for his opposition to Nestorius. At the end of his Letter 
to the Monks of Egypt , Cyril emphasizes the unity of Christ (as both 
human and divine) as justification for calling Mary the Mother of God: 

Because, therefore, he is truly God and king according to 
nature, and because the one crucified has been called the Lord 
of glory, how could anyone hesitate to call the Holy Virgin the 
Mother of God? Adore him as one, without dividing him into 
two after the union . 167 

Elsewhere, Cyril describes this union of divinity and humanity in 
Christ as a “hypostatic union”—that is, a union of two “substantial 
realities” (Greek, hypostaseis) in the person of Christ. 
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We do not say that the nature of the Word was altered when he 
became flesh. Neither do we say that the Word was changed into 
a complete man of soul and body. We say rather that the Word 
by having united to himself hypostatically flesh animated by a 
rational soul, inexplicably and incomprehensibly became man. 168 

For Cyril, it was this complete union of the divine and human in 
Christ that made it possible to call Mary the Mother of God. 
According to the “economy” of the Incarnation, what was attributable 
to Christ’s humanity was also attributable to his divinity, and vice 
versa. 169 The nature of this union also had profound implications for 
human salvation. Here, Cyril’s Christology relied heavily on 
Athanasius’ doctrine of the Incarnation. According to Athanasius, 
the life-giving Word, by uniting itself with a human body and by 
divinizing that body, salvifically transformed all of human nature. 
For Cyril as well as Athanasius, human access to salvation was made 
possible only by participation in the divine (or divinized) body of 
Christ. 170 

This christological logic, so tied to soteriology (“the science of 
salvation”), helps explain what was at stake for Cyril in his opposition 
to Nestorius. Cyril complained that Nestorius’ doctrine divided Christ 
into two persons, or alternatively, that it merely suggested a loose 
conjunction of two persons in Christ. Cyril’s fundamental concern was, 
ultimately, that such a Christology might undermine the essential unity 
of Christ and thereby jeopardize human access to salvation. 171 

Cyril pressed his case against Nestorius in numerous letters and 
treatises addressed to Leo, the bishop of Rome, to other Eastern bishops, 
to the imperial court, and to Nestorius himself. 172 Indeed, his attacks 
against the bishop of Constantinople quickly grew more and more 
vehement: his third and final letter to Nestorius, which was backed by 
an Alexandrian synod, included a series of twelve scathing statements 
condemning Nestorius’ views—the “Twelve Anathemas.” 173 Cyril’s 
vocal protests soon prompted the emperor Theodosius II, in June of 431, 
to call a church council at Ephesus to resolve the matter. At this Council 
of Ephesus, Nestorius would be condemned, but the proceedings were 
not without complications. 

As senior bishop, Cyril presided over the council. He arrived in 
Ephesus accompanied by an entourage of loyal supporters, including 
the Coptic monk Shenoute, head of the White Monastery in Upper 
Egypt. 174 Some Egyptian monks were even commissioned as Cyril’s 
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“agents” in Constantinople, where they tried to drum up opposition 
against Nestorius. Once again, an Alexandrian patriarch would benefit 
from Egyptian monastic support in a time of theological crisis. 175 
Buoyed by the enthusiasm of his supporters, Cyril was eager to start 
the proceedings. The council was already delayed two weeks past its 
appointed starting date. So, with the representatives from Antioch still 
almost a week’s journey away, with the Roman delegation delayed 
even longer, and with Nestorius himself refusing to attend, Cyril 
decided to call the council to order. The decision of the council came 
quickly: within twenty-four hours, Nestorius was deposed by a 
unanimous vote of the 197 bishops present. 176 

However, Cyril’s decision to go ahead without the Antiochene 
party, while technically within his rights, ended up creating a serious 
rift between the two sees. When John, the bishop of Antioch, and his 
supporters arrived a few days later, they were enraged by Cyril’s 
decision and adamantly dissented from the decision taken at the council. 
In reaction, they held their own session and condemned Cyril and his 
“Twelve Anathemas.” When the news of this rift reached the emperor 
Theodosius, he decided “to annul everything that had taken place in a 
partial manner” at the two separate gatherings, and called for a new 
theological consultation near the capital at Chalcedon. 177 For the next 
three months, the emperor Theodosius tried to resolve the differences 
between the two parties, but met with no success. In the end, it would 
take almost two years before Alexandria and Antioch were officially 
reconciled in a Formulary of Reunion (433). 

Despite the equivocal outcome of the Council of Ephesus, the public 
fates of Nestorius and Cyril could not have been more different. 
Nestorius, desiring to leave public life and return to his original 
monastic retreat, relinquished his episcopal chair after the 
Council. 178 Five years later, he would be summarily exiled by the 
emperor to the frontiers of the Roman world (first to Petra, and then 
to the Great Oasis in the Western Desert of Egypt). 179 As for Cyril, 
he returned to Egypt a hero: in subsequent generations he would be 
lauded in Greek and Coptic monastic literature as a pastor and 
patron of Egyptian monks and as a defender of the true faith against 
Nestorius. 180 For the time being, with a less controversial person 
occupying the bishop’s chair at Constantinople (Maximian), the ten¬ 
sions between Alexandria and Constantinople were temporarily 
defused. During the next decade and a half, an uneasy peace would 
exist between the two sees. 
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The Christological Conflict with Constantinople (Part Two) 

This theological detente between Alexandria and Constantinople was 
decisively broken at the second Council of Ephesus in 449. There, 
many of the same christological issues would be revisited, albeit with a 
new cast of principals: Dioscorus (444-454) was named bishop of 
Alexandria after Cyril’s death in 444, and in Constantinople a man 
named Flavian now occupied the episcopal throne. The initial spark 
for this renewed controversy, however, came from an influential monk 
named Eutyches, who was the head of a monastery in the imperial 
capital, Constantinople. In the two years prior to this second Ephesian 
Council, Eutyches had begun to attract negative attention among 
church leaders in Asia Minor and Syria, who raised vocal objections to 
his teaching on the “one nature” of Christ. 

Eutyches’ teaching (and the controversy it engendered) was not new. 
Cyril of Alexandria himself had commonly used the phrase, “one nature” 
(mia physis) y in order to describe the “hypostatic” unity of Christ. 
Indeed, already in the 430s, this phrase had proven to be controversial not 
only with Nestorius, but also with bishop John of Antioch and his 
constituency, who feared that such a “one-nature” Christology would 
effectively do away with Christ’s humanity. In the face of such concerns 
voiced by the Antiochene party, Cyril moved to clarify and temper his 
language. First, he explained that he taught the “one enfleshed nature of 
the Word” (mia physis tou logon sesarkomene) in order to highlight his 
central concern that the incarnate Word be recognized as the privileged 
subject —the singular, life-giving source—of God’s redemptive action on 
behalf of humanity. 181 At the same time, even while employing this 
“one-nature” language to guarantee the unity of Christ’s person, Cyril 
was willing to seek common ground with his Antiochene critics by 
acknowledging that the particularity of both Christ’s humanity and his 
divinity was somehow still present in their “synthesis.” 182 In the end, 
Cyril’s careful re articulation and refinement of his Christology played a 
key role in facilitating the aforementioned Formulary of Reunion signed 
by the churches of Alexandria and Antioch in 433. 

While the monk Eutyches adhered to Cyril in his emphasis upon 
the “one nature” of Christ, he demonstrated less aptitude for subtlety 
in theological expression and far less willingness to compromise in his 
strict interpretation of “one nature” doctrine. To him, anyone who 
suggested that there might be “two natures” in Christ after the union 
was simply guilty of christological innovation (a cardinal sin in early 
Christian theological circles). In support of this claim, he pointed 
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out—correctly, in this case—that there was no ancient precedence for 
“two-nature” language: it was used neither in Scripture nor at the 
ecumenical councils of Nicaea (325) and Ephesus (431). Over against 
such perceived innovation, Eutyches continued to repeat his “one 
nature” formula like a mantra. 183 

For their part, Eutyches 5 opponents (including the bishops 
Theodoret of Cyrus, Flavian of Constantinople, and Leo of Rome) 
suspected that his “one-nature” views inevitably caused Christ 5 s 
human nature to be “swallowed up” (katapothenai) by his divinity. 184 
Thus, at a “Home Synod” at Constantinople in 448, Flavian had him 
condemned for misreading and distorting Cyril’s theology, a judgment 
that was echoed by Pope Leo, the bishop of Rome, who dismissed 
Eutyches as “exceedingly foolish and thoroughly ignorant” (multum 
imprudens et nimis imperitus J. 185 

At this point, in opposition to Flavian and Leo, the Egyptian pope, 
Dioscorus, decided to weigh in on behalf of Eutyches. It proved to be a 
fateful decision for the future of the Egyptian church. While some 
modern historians have accused Dioscorus of opportunism, 186 the 
reasons for his intervention were not simply political. On the theological 
level, he seems to have shared Eutyches 5 rigid interpretation of the 
“one-nature” formula, as well as a profound dissatisfaction with some of 
the christological concessions made by Cyril in his conversations with 
the Antiochenes leading up to their Formulary of Reunion in 433. 187 In 
any event, regardless of his motivations, Dioscorus was able to take 
advantage of a favorable political climate at the time. Because Eutyches 
had an influential patron in the imperial court (the court chamberlain 
Chrysaphius), Dioscorus quickly garnered the emperor Theodosius 5 
support for a second council at Ephesus to review the case. 188 

Like Cyril at the previous council at Ephesus eighteen years before, 
Dioscorus was granted the privilege to preside as the representative of 
the Alexandrian see. He wielded his authority with an even more 
assertive hand than his predecessor. With an overwhelming majority 
of the bishops attending the conference in his own camp, and with 
imperial troops present to squelch dissent, Dioscorus quickly pushed 
through his agenda: in the end, Eutyches was exonerated, and 
Fl avian, the bishop of Constantinople, was deposed. Once again 
Egyptian monks played a key role in the course of events: just as the 
voting was about to begin, a group of them (along with a throng of 
other militant activists) streamed into the meeting hall, clamoring for 
the participants to support their bishop. Throughout the council, 
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there were flare-ups of violence, and the rough tactics of the military 
guard left a number of participants bruised, among them Flavian 
himself. Within a year, he would be dead, having been “unable to 
endure the hardship of (his) journey” into exile. 189 

Dioscorus returned to Alexandria in triumph, but it was a short¬ 
lived and costly victory. In the process of defending Eutyches, he had 
alienated not only Constantinople, but also the formidable Roman see. 
Leo of Rome himself had not been able to attend the council: in his 
stead, he had sent a papal delegation with a detailed letter to Flavian 
opposing Eutyches’ views. This document, known as the Tome of 
Leof 90 was never read at the council: it did not fit into Dioscorus’ 
plans and was accordingly suppressed. This obviously did not please 
Leo, who was so angered by Dioscorus’ leadership tactics that he 
labeled the second Council of Ephesus a latrocinium —a “Council of 
Robbers.” 191 Thus, when the emperor Theodosius died a year later in 
450 (as a result of a freak riding accident), the Alexandrian bishop 
found himself suddenly vulnerable, bereft of his most powerful 
international advocate and ally. 

Following the emperor Theodosius’ death, the backlash against 
Dioscorus was swift and uncompromising. The new empress Pulcheria, 
sympathetic to Leo, moved to invalidate the actions of the second 
Council of Ephesus and called for a new council to meet the next year at 
Chalcedon, near the capital of Constantinople. At this Council of 
Chalcedon (451), Dioscorus was deposed (allegedly for his attempts to 
excommunicate Leo at Ephesus), Eutyches’ Christology was once again 
condemned, and a compromise solution based on three primary docu¬ 
ments—Leo’s Tome , Cyril’s Second Letter to Nestorius , and the 
Alexandrian-Antiochene Formulary of Reunion—was approved. The 
language of the Chalcedonian Creed was significant: even while it 
affirmed the Virgin Mary as the “Mother of God” (Theotokos ), it spoke 
about Christ “in two natures, without confusion, without change, 
without division, without separation,” 192 To most in the Egyptian 
delegation, the emphasis on Christ’s “two natures” smacked too much 
of Nestorius’ thought. The statement was seen as a betrayal of Cyril’s 
legacy. The Council’s refusal to accept Cyril’s Twelve Anathemas 
against Nestorius only seemed to confirm that impression. 

In the end, the majority of the Egyptian delegation resolutely 
rejected the council’s authority to depose Dioscorus. After the Council, 
even when Dioscorus was sent into exile to Gangra (Paphlagonia) and a 
pro-Chalcedonian appointment (Proterius) was installed in his place, 
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Coptic Christians continued to recognize Dioscorus as their legitimate 
patriarch. Among the Egyptian faithful—especially among Coptic 
monks—his forcible expulsion from office only seems to have reinforced 
his popularity as “an embattled ascetic leader,” the latest in a long line of 
patriarchs (including Dionysius, Peter, and Athanasius) who had 
experienced exile at the hands of hostile adversaries. 193 Indeed, 
Dioscorus 5 reputation as an exiled patriarch and monastic favorite 
would be celebrated by later generations of anti-Chalcedonian monastic 
writers 194 and artists 195 in Egypt (see Figs. 6 and 7). 

Thus, what emerged from the Council of Chalcedon was not a 
christological compromise that was amenable to all parties, but a formal 
schism between the church in Egypt and the churches at Rome and 
Constantinople. For the next two centuries, this schism had profound 
implications for the social, political, and religious landscape of Egypt, 
as the anti-Chalcedonian church there continued to resist the hegemony 
of the Byzantine state. Marginalized under the political rule of 
Constantinople, the Coptic church and its patriarchs soon became 
exiles in their own land. 


Four 


Contesting the Alexandrian Papacy 

Ecclesiastical “Colonialism” and 
the Egyptian Church from 451 to the Rise of Islam 

(Dioscorus I to Benjamin I) 


D espite his permanent banishment at the Council of Chalcedon 

in 451, the patriarch Dioscorus (444^54) proved to be a pivotal 
figure for the shaping of Egyptian ecclesiastical identity. The 
History of the Patriarchs commemorates his legacy in hagiographic 
terms, lauding him as one who “preserved the orthodox faith, which 
persists in the see of the evangelist Saint Mark to this day and forever” 
and who “received the crown of martyrdom” while in exile. 1 In so 
doing, this Coptic chronicle reads the contours of Dioscorus’ experi¬ 
ence in light of earlier papal models, especially as they were informed 
by the discourses of apostolicity and martyrdom. 

At the same time, however, Dioscorus’ biography in the History of 
the Patriarchs also shows the immense significance of his banishment 
for the subsequent history of the Egyptian patriarchate, and for the 
relationship of the Coptic Church both to the Byzantine state and to 
the imperial (pro-Chalcedonian) church. According to that account, 
the Council of Chalcedon and its aftermath marked a profound dis- 
juncture in the historical identity and practice of the Egyptian church. 
Following the council, the work of recording the history of the 
Egyptian patriarchs was reportedly disrupted: 

But at that time the creeds were separated, and the sees were 
torn asunder, so that none was left to write histories of the 
patriarchs, and the practice of composing them was interrupted. 
... In this way no biography of the holy patriarch Dioscorus 
after his banishment has been found. 2 

Dioscorus’ banishment also brought about a radical change in the 
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way that many Egyptian Christians viewed the imperial state in 
Constantinople. The History of the Patriarchs emphasizes that 
Dioscorus had been persecuted and banished “at the hands of the 
prince (emperor) Marcian and his wife” and through the agency of a 
council that was seen to be subservient to imperial will. Indeed, in the 
two centuries following the Council of Chalcedon, the Coptic Church 
and other anti-Chalcedonian communities would begin labeling their 
opponents, the “Melkite” (or “Imperial”) Church. 3 

Dioscorus' banishment signaled a decisive shift in the relationship 
between the Egyptian church and the imperial state, but for Egyptian 
Christians with long-term memories it would also have evoked vivid 
images from the experience of earlier Egyptian patriarchs. A century 
before, the Roman emperor Constantius II had acted to expel 
Athanasius from his see and to replace him (on two separate occasions) 
with Arian-appointed bishops. Now, with Dioscorus physically 
removed from the scene, the emperor Marcian and his Chalcedonian 
loyalists moved quickly to appoint a replacement—an Egyptian bishop 
named Proterius who had left Dioscorus' side to support the 
Chalcedonian cause. In this way, the Chalcedonian hierarchy sought 
to silence Egyptian opposition by endorsing their own imperially- 
sanctioned representative as patriarch. 

As a result of these actions, during much of the next two centuries, 
from 451 to 642, the Egyptian papacy was sharply contested between 
(at least) two parties. While the majority of the Egyptian bishoprics 
recognized Dioscorus and a line of anti-Chalcedonian successors as 
the legitimate patriarchs, their validity was only infrequently recognized 
by the Byzantine (pro-Chalcedonian) church at Constantinople. 
Instead, the pro-Chalcedonians often chose to promote their own 
claimants to the episcopal throne in Alexandria, reinforcing their 
authority through state-sponsored military intervention. These pro- 
Chalcedonian bishops installed at Alexandria were also backed by new 
forms of imperial legislation—legislation that granted the episcopal 
office an unprecedented degree of civil authority over Alexandrian 
economic and political affairs. 4 Finally, the intrusion of Proterius and his 
successors into the Alexandrian see was also coordinated with an official 
campaign of theological propaganda (led primarily by the churches of 
Rome and Constantinople) that sought to move the anti-Chalcedonian 
opposition to the margins of Byzantine public discourse. Leo, the 
bishop of Rome, spearheaded this campaign: in his letters, he proclaimed 
that the church in Egypt was in a state of “deplorable captivity” from 
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which the emperor was called to set it free so that “the dignity of the 
fathers and the sacerdotal right” might be restored. 5 

This intervention by the imperial, pro-Chalcedonian church 
functioned, I would argue, as a form of ecclesiastical colonialism. The 
military, legal, economic, and rhetorical policies of Constantinople 
and Rome were specifically designed to displace and disenfranchise 
the Coptic opposition, and to secure a pro-Chalcedonian outpost at 
Alexandria. 6 And yet, in the modern study of this period, Western 
ecclesiastical historians—themselves heirs to Chalcedonian tradi¬ 
tion—have often unwittingly echoed and perpetuated the colonialist 
biases of their Roman and Byzantine forebears. As an obvious exam¬ 
ple, many scholars continue to use the term Monophysite (“one- 
naturist”) to refer to the anti-Chalcedonian Coptic community, 
despite the fact that in later centuries it was only used as a pejorative 
epithet by their theological adversaries and is rejected as a self-desig¬ 
nation by most modern Copts. 7 Other scholars, when listing the 
Alexandrian patriarchs, enumerate them according to the lines of 
succession officially recognized by the Chalcedonian imperial 
authority. 8 In this chapter I offer a corrective to this trend by re¬ 
reading this period of history from the perspective of the colo¬ 
nized—the predominantly anti-Chalcedonian Egyptian church—in 
order to understand how the social and theological identity of the 
Egyptian papacy was conditioned by “imperialist” discourses of 
power and by the complications of political resistance. 9 

The phenomenon of resistance is not simply the antithesis of colo¬ 
nial domination. Rather, resistance has been shown to be a multi¬ 
faceted process of cultural negotiation, 10 which inevitably involves 
forms of compromise and complicity . n Thus, a variegated mixture of 
social dynamics is to be expected in a colonized community. Among 
these are: (1) the formation of new elite systems in the contestation of 
local, institutional leadership; (2) internal divisions and social 
stratification based on ethnic, linguistic, and religious distinctions, and 
(3) discourses and practices that attempt to redraw lines of community 
identity by contesting assumed boundaries between center and 
periphery/margin, or those that seek to forge a larger sense of collective 
consciousness among a colonized people, as in the case of nationalism 
or movements of ethnic solidarity. 

In different ways, each of these paradigmatic aspects of colonial 
resistance manifests itself in the history of the Coptic patriarchate 
during the two centuries following the Council of Chalcedon. In 
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the aftermath of the council, the Alexandrian patriarchate became a 
site of institutional contestation between the imperially sponsored 
Chalcedonian bishop Proterius and his anti-Chalcedonian counter¬ 
parts—namely, the exiled Dioscorus and his eventual successor 
Timothy II Aelurus. As we shall see, however, the historical legacy of 
that resistance in the decades that followed was not without its twists 
and turns. Even in their public theological opposition to Chalcedon, 
later Coptic patriarchs did not always fully give up their hope for 
imperial patronage, nor did they reject the possibility of theological 
compromise, a fact that would inevitably bring some of them into 
conflict (and even schism) with more stringent anti-Chalcedonian 
factions in their own Egyptian churches. This fourth and final chapter 
will trace the circuitous history of this papal resistance up to the Arab 
conquest of Egypt in 642, an event that ultimately reshuffled the political 
landscape for Egyptian Christians and posed new possibilities and new 
challenges for Coptic papal leadership. 

The Politics of Resistance and Compromise: 

Early Conflicts with the 
“Imperial 1 ” (Chalcedonian) Church 

A Cat and a Wobble-Hat: A Tale of Two Timothies 

After the death of the exiled Dioscorus in 454, Coptic resistance to the 
ecclesiastical policy of the imperial church soon crystallized around the 
figure of Timothy II Aelurus (457^77). 12 His nickname Aelurus—most 
often translated as “the Cat”—seems to have been a reference to his 
skinny physique; 13 however, as an icon of Egyptian ecclesiastical oppo¬ 
sition to Chalcedon, he has enjoyed a considerably more robust stature 
in the eyes of Copts. Formerly a monk and presbyter under Cyril, and 
a member of Dioscorus’ retinue at the second Council of Ephesus in 
449, he had been exiled from Alexandria along with Dioscorus in 451. 14 
Their physical absence cleared the ecclesiastical landscape for the 
Chalcedonians’ election and insertion of Proterius that same year. 

Riots and protests broke out immediately following Proterius’ 
election in 451, and local unrest continued throughout the latter’s time 
in office. 15 And yet, for three years after Dioscorus’ death in 454, with 
his principal rivals still in exile, Proterius was able to maintain his posi¬ 
tion in Alexandria, largely because he enjoyed the political patronage 
of the emperor Marcian. With Marcian’s death in 455, the situation 
changed: the Chalcedonian hegemony over Alexandrian ecclesiastical 
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politics began to weaken. Within two years, Timothy “the Cat” had 
been smuggled into Alexandria by anti-Chalcedonian monks and was 
ordained as Dioscorus’ successor (457). 16 Timothy’s installation in one 
of the large Alexandrian churches (“the great church from which he 
had been forcibly removed”) established him publicly as a rival to 
Proterius and as a rallying point for renewed unrest over the presence 
of the Chalcedonian bishop. 17 Within the span of a month, this unrest 
boiled over into violence. Proterius was murdered, the victim either of 
mob action or of a military coup. 18 

The allegedly clandestine nature of Timothy’s election and 
Proterius’ subsequent murder made “the Cat” a target for numerous 
accusations from Proterius’ Chalcedonian supporters in Egypt and from 
Leo, the bishop of Rome. Each sent letters of protest to the new 
emperor (Leo I), claiming that Timothy’s election was invalid and 
accusing Timothy of conspiring in the murder of Proterius. 19 In the 
letters written by Pope Leo of Rome, he goes so far as to call 
Timothy a “parricide” and compares him to the brother-murdering, 
biblical Cain. 20 Behind such incendiary language, the Roman bishop 
was doggedly pursuing a rhetorical agenda starkly reminiscent of 
modern colonial ideologies. Using terms that a modern colonial writer 
might apply to a renegade Third World dictator, Leo portrays Timothy 
as a “raging tyrant” and describes the church in Egypt as in a state of 
“deplorable captivity,” with the only possibility for emancipation being 
the prospect of imperial intervention. 21 In political terms, Leo of Rome’s 
letter-writing campaign was successful. The emperor responded by can¬ 
vassing the opinions of pro-Chalcedonian bishops and monks in the 
East, an action that gave Leo of Rome the occasion to drum up further 
opposition to Timothy. 22 In the face of such mounting pressure from 
church leaders, the emperor Leo I in 459 banished Timothy to the town 
of Gangra on the Black Sea, the very place where his predecessor 
Dioscorus had languished during the final years of his life. 

In exile (first in Gangra, and then later on at the town of 
Chersonesus in the Crimea), Timothy established “rival assemblies,” 23 
and began to produce what might be called a theological literature of 
resistance. In a treatise Against Chalcedony written while in exile, 
Timothy rebuts Leo’s Tome in a point-by-point commentary, con¬ 
demns the “blasphemy” of the council, and criticizes his opponents for 
“currying favor with the sovereign at that time.” 24 Elsewhere in his 
letters, he warns his followers about “the unknown and foreign reli¬ 
gious” who come to Egypt to teach the “heresy of the Diphysites (i.e., 
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Chalcedonian doctrine).” 25 Here, we can see how Timothy begins to 
construct a way of speaking that incorporates certain ambivalent terms 
and dichotomies typical of resistance rhetoric. In particular, he echoes 
his opponents* use of terms such as "blasphemy” and "heresy” and 
uses the label "diphysite” as a counter to Chalcedonian criticisms of 
so-called “monophysite” doctrine (thus underwriting binary concep¬ 
tions of communal affiliation). On the other hand, the complexity and 
complicity of Timothy’s resistance can be observed in his posture 
toward imperial power: his effort to portray his opponents as political 
toadies "currying favor with the sovereign” does not prevent him from 
emphasizing in another letter how the emperor had specially summoned 
him from exile "to offer advice on the tumultuous problems of the 
church.” 26 Finally, in characterizing the Chalcedonian clerical hierarchy 
in Egypt as “unknown and foreign,” and in contrasting them to the 
"people” of Egypt, 27 Timothy demonstrates an early move to shape 
Egyptian Christian identity in something approximating populist terms. 

One of the things that strikes the modern reader about Timothy’s 
writing during this period is its profoundly theological character. 
Large portions of his treatise Against Chalcedon and his letters to 
churches consist of florilegia from the church fathers. These collections 
or chains of quotations were utilized systematically to refute 
detailed points of Chalcedonian doctrine. And yet, at the same time, 
they tell us a lot about the way that Timothy was representing himself 
to his constituency while in exile. It is especially noteworthy that 
Timothy, in assembling his florilegia , quotes most liberally from his 
predecessors Athanasius, Theophilus, and Cyril. In doing so, he links his 
own theological resistance against Chalcedon to a long and illustrious 
lineage of Alexandrian christological reflection, and implicitly under¬ 
scores what he viewed as his rightful claim upon the office they held. 

Such rhetorical aims become explicit in Timothy’s treatise Against 
Chalcedon . After repeatedly citing Cyril in order to refute Leo’s 
Tome , Timothy goes on to extol Cyril’s successor (and his own prede¬ 
cessor) Dioscorus as "the mighty guardian of the faith and the canons 
of the fathers.” 28 Then, drawing an analogy between his own experi¬ 
ence of exile and that of Dioscorus, Timothy defends the validity of his 
succession as the bishop of Alexandria: 

Now I myself, having been found worthy by the invocation of 
the Holy Ghost to succeed (Dioscorus), on profession of the 
same faith as he had, the faith which has come to us from the 
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holy apostles and blessed fathers, pray that I may imitate him in 
his struggle. For this reason I endure these things to the point of 
exile and imprisonment. 29 

The theme of endurance in the face of persecution is central to 
Timothy’s letters as well, where he uses the language of shared suffer¬ 
ing to highlight his solidarity with the Egyptian faithful: “A mighty 
storm has come upon the church of God, dear brethren, and we must 
suffer in company with one another.” 30 For Timothy, this discourse of 
solidarity and suffering was crucially connected to fundamental christo- 
logical concerns that lay at the root of the Chalcedonian controversy— 
specifically, concerns about the nature of human participation in Christ. 
Thus, he wrote to Faustinus the Deacon: “And although we are physi¬ 
cally distant from one another yet we are mutually joined by the spirit 
of unity and with the bond of Christ’s love; since our Lord Christ, who 
is persecuted with us, is in our midst and abides in us with the heavenly 
Father and the Holy Spirit.” 31 Ultimately, by portraying himself, his 
church, and (by extension) the person of Christ as victims of a new wave 
of persecution, the exiled patriarch Timothy was once again, like 
Theophilus and Cyril before him, consciously drawing on the Egyptian 
church’s legacy of resistance as a church of the martyrs. 32 

For the next sixteen years (a.d. 459-475), Timothy the Cat would 
remain in exile, forced to oversee the anti-Chalcedonian majority in 
Egypt from afar. In the meantime, the pro-Chalcedonian church in 
Alexandria moved quickly to fill the vacancy left by his absence. In his 
place, they appointed their own representative as patriarch, a monk 
named Timothy Salofaciolus (“Wobble-Flat”) from the Pachomian 
monastery at Canopus (which quickly emerged as a Chalcedonian 
enclave during this period). 33 From this Timothy we have no direct 
written testimony, but ancient historians describe his period of leader¬ 
ship (460-475 and 476-481) in terms that correspond remarkably to 
the social profile of latter-day colonial administrators. One recent 
post-colonialist scholar has pointed out how such administrators 
(colons) “quickly found themselves in-betweens: neither the centre, 
the metropolitan government, which could both protect them and 
oppress them, nor the colonized ... from whose perspective the colons 
and the metropolitan government would be equated.” 34 

Timothy Salofaciolus’ public persona in many ways embodied the 
ambiguities of this liminal administrative figure in colonial society, as 
he sought to negotiate and keep in balance a complex set of social 
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concerns (a juggling act that would earn him his unique nickname, 
“Wobble-Hat”). Specifically, even as he continued to cultivate and enjoy 
the financial and military patronage of the emperor and the churches in 
Constantinople and Rome, 35 he made a concerted effort to foster local 
Egyptian support for his leadership. Yet, at the same time, he also tried 
to seek more autonomy from Constantinople in his own regional 
authority over the Egyptian dioceses. Thus, he is described by one 
ancient historian as “a man who sought popularity” and who was “soft 
and feeble in his actions” toward the dissenting Egyptian church. This 
capitulating policy was epitomized in his decision to restore 
Dioscorus’ name to the diptychs (the list of Alexandrian bishops—in 
this case, those officially recognized by the Chalcedonian hierarchy). 
While this drew praise from anti-Chalcedonian Egyptians, it quickly 
produced tensions with the church in Rome, especially drawing the ire 
of Pope Simplicius, who pronounced a sentence of excommunication 
upon Timothy Salofaciolus until the latter defused the situation by apol¬ 
ogizing and publicly reiterating his support for the Council of 
Chalcedon. 36 

At the same time that he adopted a conciliatory policy toward anti- 
Chalcedonian Egyptian Christians, Timothy “Wobble-Hat” occasion¬ 
ally took a firmer stance in relation to the see of Constantinople as he 
tried to maneuver for more independence in his exercise of authority 
over Alexandrian ecclesiastical affairs. Indeed, in a public disputation 
before the emperor, he went so far as to deny the right of primacy 
claimed by Constantinople over Alexandria (a right granted at the 
Council of Constantinople in 381): “I do not accept the Synod which 
would make your see the next in importance to Rome, and cast con¬ 
tempt upon the honour of my see.” 37 

In 475, a change in imperial fortunes would temporarily interrupt 
Timothy Salofaciolus’ efforts to carve out a political niche that would 
allow him more autonomy as Chalcedonian bishop of Alexandria. 
Early that year, the emperor Zeno, who had acceded to the throne a 
few short months before, was forced into exile by a coup led by a naval 
commander named Basiliscus (the brother-in-law of the former 
emperor Leo I). 38 Zeno’s removal from office would prove short-lived, 
lasting little more than a year; but, in the meantime, Basiliscus’ rise to 
power caused a sudden shift in imperial lines of religious patronage. 
He immediately professed his opposition to the Council of 
Chalcedon, and opened the door for Timothy Aelurus (“the Cat”) to 
return from exile and reclaim the Alexandrian patriarchate. 
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Timothy the Cat would live for only about two more years, but his 
actions during that short period show how he continued to pursue his 
policy of anti-Chalcedonian resistance in ecumenical and local con¬ 
texts. On his way back to Alexandria, Timothy immediately organized a 
gathering of like-minded eastern bishops at a synod in Ephesus to repu¬ 
diate the Chalcedonian canon. 39 From his place of exile, he carried with 
him “the bones of Dioscorus.'' Once in the Egyptian capital, he ceremo¬ 
niously buried the remains of his predecessor in a silver coffin, “laying 
him in the place of the bishops, and honouring him as a confessor (i.e., 
martyr).” 40 Through such actions, Timothy was publicly seeking to 
restore and defend the legacy of Dioscorus as a defender of the faith at 
the second Council of Ephesus in 449 and as a martyr who died in exile. 
In the process, he was also consciously representing himself as one who 
stood in solidarity and continuity with his venerated predecessor. 

For his part, Timothy Salofaciolus (“Wobble-Hat”) put up little 
resistance to the return of his namesake rival: suddenly out of political 
favor, he seemed content simply to retreat to his former monastery out¬ 
side Alexandria at Canopus. However, when Zeno rallied his forces in 
476 and retook the imperial throne from Basiliscus, the political land¬ 
scape shifted again and the tale of the two Timothies took another turn. 
Facing the very real possibility of another exile, Timothy the Cat died in 
July, 477. Within a couple months of his death, Timothy Wobble-Hat 
reemerged from his monastic retirement and laid claim once again to the 
Alexandrian bishopric, but not before the anti-Chalcedonian church 
elected their own candidate as the Cat's successor—a man named Peter 
Mongus (“the Stammerer”), 41 The seesaw battle for control of the 
Alexandrian see continued into the next generation. 

The Politics of Anti-Chalcedonian Compromise: 

Peter Mongus and His Successors 

Peter III Mongus (477-490) entered office with a long pedigree of anti- 
Chalcedonian resistance: according to sixth-century sources, he is sup¬ 
posed to have been exiled to Gangra with Dioscorus himself after the 
Council of Chalcedon, and to have headed up an underground resist¬ 
ance with Timothy II Aelurus (“the Cat”) during the Chalcedonian 
episcopacy of Proterius. 42 Having served for over twenty years as 
Timothy's archdeacon, Peter would have been viewed as the natural 
choice to succeed him as bishop. 

With the return of Timothy Salofaciolus from his retirement in 477 
after the death of the Cat (a return sponsored by the emperor Zeno), the 
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newly-consecrated Peter was forced once again to go underground in 
his leadership of the anti-Chalcedonian majority. However, even while 
he was in hiding, his influence remained palpable. For his part, Timothy 
Salofaciolus seems to have regarded Peter as a very real and present 
threat. The Chalcedonian bishop filed a complaint with the emperor, 
requesting that Peter be sentenced to exile “because he was hiding in 
Alexandria and plotting (insidiabatur) against the (Chalcedonian) 
church.” However, such a sentence was never carried out. 43 

It should be noted that despite the underground status of its lead¬ 
ership, the anti-Chalcedonian church did not give up on the hope of 
garnering imperial patronage. Indeed, with Timothy Salofaciolus 5 health 
in decline, both parties began jostling over the issue of episcopal succes¬ 
sion—namely, over which party would have the right to imperial 
patronage after Salofaciolus 5 death. While Peter 5 s supporters sent a peti¬ 
tion to Zeno defending his rights as “the lawfully-appointed bishop,” 
Timothy’s supporters drafted their own petition, which sought to deny 
Peter imperial recognition “in the event of the death of Timothy.” 44 

When Timothy Salofaciolus finally died in 482, it appeared that the 
Chalcedonian faction was once more going to prevail in the battle for 
imperial patronage. One of their number, John Talaia, another 
Pachomian monk from Canopus, claimed the Alexandrian patriarchate. 
However, he immediately fell afoul of the emperor and the bishop of 
Constantinople (Acacius), who suspected him of duplicity, overweening 
ambition, and treasonous political alliances. 45 The fall of John Talaia 
caused the emperor Zeno to turn to Peter Mongus in the hope of 
reestablishing stability to the contentious see of Alexandria. For the 
previous thirty years, the anti-Chalcedonian patriarchate had been out 
of favor. Now, Peter Mongus was in the position to regain the very 
tangible benefits of imperial patronage and ecumenical partnership 
with Constantinople, but those benefits would come at a costly 
price—the price of theological compromise. 

This compromise came in the form of a doctrinal statement prepared 
by Zeno and Acacius, the bishop of Constantinople. The statement 
was called the Henoticon , and (as the name suggests) it was meant to 
establish a basis for unity between the imperial capital and the dissenting 
churches in Egypt and Syria. 46 The document made overtures to these 
churches in two ways. First, it reaffirmed the Council of Nicaea, the 
(First) Council of Ephesus, Cyril’s Twelve Chapters condemning 
Nestorius, and the oneness of the Word made flesh. Second, it anath¬ 
ematized “anyone who has thought, or thinks, any other opinion, 
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offi ce, Peter would feel compelled to defend his anti-Chalcedonian 
credentials on numerous other occasions, including an address suppos¬ 
edly delivered before 30,000 people at the Martyr Church of Saint 
Euphemia in Alexandria. 53 Such public reiterations of his opposition to 
Chalcedon were motivated by a desire to win back the allegiance of the 
Separatists and other more radical constituencies of the Coptic church. 54 

And yet, even as he consistently reasserted this anti-Chalcedonian 
interpretation of the Henoticon before an Egyptian audience, Peter 
Mongus often took a more mollifying approach in his dealings with the 
Constantinopolitan church. Thus, in an early letter to Acacius, the bishop 
of Constantinople, Peter three times implies that he has no quarrel with 
the Council of Chalcedon, agreeing that “it concurred with, and ratified 
what had been done by, the holy Fathers at Nicaea” and that “nothing 
new was transacted at it.” 55 Peter's ostensible goal was to pacify Acacius, 
who had heard news of Peter's anti-Chalcedonian reading of the 
Henoticon and who wanted to make a theological inquiry concerning 
such matters. The letter did help defuse a potential conflict with the 
bishop of Constantinople, but it also would have undoubtedly con¬ 
tributed to the Separatists' file of complaints against him. In fact, 
Peter Mongus' success in allaying Acacius' doubts apparently prompt¬ 
ed the Separatist party to sponsor a separate inquiry to satisfy their 
own questions concerning the nature of Peter’s theological alle¬ 
giances. 56 In the end, the persistent pressure that the Separatists exerted 
may have had some effect: Peter Mongus' last surviving correspon¬ 
dence, a letter to the newly elected patriarch Fravitta of 
Constantinople written in 490 (the year of Peter's death), shows a 
marked increase in anti-Chalcedonian rhetoric. In the letter, Peter 
rejects the idea that the Henoticon stood in continuity with the 
Council of Chalcedon, instead stressing that it in fact “anathematized 
all the rash thoughts and words of Chalcedon and the Tome of Leo.” 57 

Peter Mongus’ seeming equivocation in policy has sometimes drawn 
harsh criticism from ancient and modern commentators: representative 
of this tendency, the sixth-century chronographer Evagrius labels him 
an “opportunist” and remarks on his “unstable” character. 58 However, 
such judgments fail to appreciate the complexity of the social and 
political situation that he faced as patriarch. In many ways his situation 
was quite similar to that of another famous Alexandrian “equivocator,” 
his former Chalcedonian rival, Timothy Salofaciolus (“Wobble-Hat”). 
Both Peter Mongus and Timothy Salofaciolus were Egyptian leaders 
who sought to maintain or reestablish good relations with a trans-local 
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imperial power, while still appealing to indigenous interest groups in 
their own region. The situations of the two men differed only in their 
respective postures toward that local constituency base. While Timothy 
Salofaciolus had no prior claim upon the tradition of theological resist¬ 
ance, Peter Mongus did have such a claim, and he made concerted efforts 
to retain his mantle as leader of that resistance even as he was seeking 
theological and political compromise with Constantinople. 

As in the case of Timothy “Wobble-Hat,” the social tensions inher¬ 
ent in Peters leadership suggest cogent parallels to the liminal role of 
indigenous administrators in modern colonial societies. The aptness of 
this analogy to colonial cultures may be observed in another important 
area as well: the production of differentiated forms of theological and 
political resistance. Those who study colonial cultures have frequently 
called attention to the heterogeneity of resistance in such settings. 59 In 
this context, it should not be surprising that Peter’s efforts to find a con¬ 
ciliatory middle ground in relation to Constantinopolitan imperial and 
ecclesial power structures ended up revealing the socially stratified lines of 
dissent and allegiance that existed among anti-Chalcedonian Egyptians. 60 
The shifting nature of such lines of allegiance shows how each form of 
resistance carried with it elements of compromise and complicity: indeed, 
even the rigorous, anti-establishment stance of the Aposcbistai 
(Separatists) did not prevent them from sending their own delegate to 
the emperor in order to seek redress in their dispute with Peter. 61 

In the four decades following the death of Peter Mongus (490), the 
ambiguities and complexities of Egyptian theological resistance did 
not cease to complicate life for the Alexandrian patriarchs. Peter’s 
successors—Athanasius II (490-496), John I Hemula (496-505), John II 
Nicaiotes (505-516), and Dioscorus II (516-517)—maintained commun¬ 
ion with Constantinople and continued to reap the benefits of imperial 
patronage. 62 However, the available sources paint an otherwise varie¬ 
gated, even inconsistent, picture of patriarchal policy during this period. 
On the one hand, Athanasius II and John I Hemula seem to have been 
reluctant to make Chalcedon an issue of debate with Constantinople, a 
reluctance that continued to draw the ire of Separatist groups who were 
still active in Egypt. On the other, John II Nicaiotes was bold enough to 
demand that the bishop of Constantinople condemn Chalcedon as a 
basis for ongoing agreement over the Henoticon . 63 

The sources also give evidence of further social stratification 
among Egyptians advocating theological and political resistance 
against Constantinople. In particular, the events surrounding 
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Dioscorus IPs election in 516 show how, even among the patriarch's 
diehard supporters, there were those who were agitating against any 
imperial intrusion in church affairs. First, the clergy who had gathered 
to witness Dioscorus' consecration, upon noticing that imperial 
officials were in attendance, objected and demanded that there be 
another gathering free from the magistrates' intervention. As a result, 
Dioscorus was taken to another site (the Church of Saint Mark), 
where he was consecrated without the imperial authorities present. 
Then, when Dioscorus returned to the original church to celebrate 
Mass, a crowd “began to abuse the augustalis for praising the emperor,” 
and in the violent riots that ensued, this same imperial prefect was 
killed. 64 The militant actions of the crowd may be contrasted to the 
views of Dioscorus himself, who would later take a more accommo¬ 
dating posture toward the emperor and toward reconciliation with 
those who upheld Chalcedon and the Tome of Leo. 65 

Therefore, such popular uprisings, even as they purported to endorse 
patriarchal authority, ultimately had a destabilizing function in relation 
to that authority. Along with sectarian groups like the Aposchistai , one 
sees in these rioters new lines of differentiation—subtle gradations in 
ideology and allegiance—within the Egyptian church. Within a gener¬ 
ation, such hairline fractures in the Egyptian social structure would split 
open into gaping fissures. The church in Egypt—and in particular, the 
Coptic papacy—was about to enter a period of internal schism. 

A Period of Internal and Inter-Regional Schism 

Alexandria and Antioch, Part One: 

An External Catalyst for Internal Division 

By the second decade of the sixth century, internal lines of division 
were appearing in the anti-Chalcedonian church of Egypt; 66 however, it 
would take external factors to push the church in Egypt into a period of 
full-blown, internal schism. In particular, two related events in 
Constantinople and Antioch proved to be catalysts for the exacerbation 
of rifts in Egyptian ecclesiastical politics. 

The first catalyst was a change in imperial rule and policy. Only one 
year after Timothy III (517-535) had succeeded Dioscorus II as pope of 
Egypt, the emperor Anastasius I died. During his reign (491—518), 
Anastasius I had been open in his attitude toward anti-Chalcedonian 
communities in the East, allowing them to recover and retain the 
bishoprics of Antioch and Alexandria. However, his successor, Justin I 
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(518-527), moved quickly to reverse this trend. Seeking rapproche¬ 
ment with the church in Rome, he dismissed a number of anti- 
Chalcedonian bishops and appointed prelates who were loyal to the 
Chalcedonian creed. 67 He also expelled anti-Chalcedonian monks from 
their communities. 68 This “Chalcedonian restoration” spearheaded by 
Justin I would later be adopted and developed by his nephew and suc¬ 
cessor, Justinian (527-565). During Justinian’s thirty-eight year reign 
he would make Chalcedonian belief an integral component of imperi¬ 
al legislation and would reestablish (in 538) a Chalcedonian episcopal 
hierarchy in Alexandra that would survive until the rise of Islam in the 
mid-seventh century. But such intervention in Egyptian church affairs 
would not come for another twenty years. For the time being—during 
the entire reign of Justin I and the first decade of Justinian’s rule— 
Timothy III and the anti-Chalcedonian leadership in Alexandria 
remained unscathed by this shift in imperial patronage. 

The second catalyst for division in the Egyptian church was a direct 
consequence of the emperor Justin I’s new Chalcedonian policies: 
namely, the exile of prominent anti-Chalcedonian church leaders from 
their dioceses in Syria and Asia Minor to Egypt. At the same time that 
this influx of visitors strengthened the ranks of the anti-Chalcedonian 
church in Egypt, emerging tensions among the visitors ended up 
creating serious rifts among their Egyptian hosts. 

One of those exiled to Egypt was Severus of Antioch, who, during 
his six years as bishop of Antioch (512-518), had already carved out 
for himself a reputation as an outstanding exponent of Cyril of 
Alexandria’s “one-nature” Christology and a controversialist who 
opposed any concessions to Chalcedonian belief. During his twenty- 
year exile in Egypt (518-538), Severus solidified his role as a leader of 
anti-Chalcedonian resistance in the East, playing an instrumental role 
in organizing a clerical hierarchy in opposition to those appointed by 
the emperors Justin and Justinian. In the process, Severus’ interpretation 
of Cyril in defending the “one nature” (mia physis) of Christ 69 became 
immensely influential for the formation of Egyptian Christian theo¬ 
logical identity in the sixth century and beyond. In the later Egyptian 
History of the Patriarchs , he is extolled as “God’s champion” and is 
given more attention than the Alexandrian patriarch Timothy III him¬ 
self. 70 Likewise, in a thirteenth-century wall painting at the Monastery 
of Saint Antony at the Red Sea, one finds Severus celebrated as the 
only non-Egyptian figure in an iconographic program otherwise 
dedicated to Egyptian popes. 71 
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However, Severus' presence in Egypt did not come without its 
complications. Along with him came a retinue of other exiled Eastern 
bishops, including a man named Julian of Halicarnassus. For the previous 
decade, Julian and Severus had been allies for the anti-Chalcedonian 
cause, but after their arrival in Egypt, differences began to emerge in the 
details of their theology. 72 The origins of their dispute lay in Julian's 
teaching that the body of Christ was incorruptible, or uncorrupted 
(aphthartos )—in other words, that it was not subject to the necessity of 
suffering and death. He drew this conclusion on the basis of the 
“one-nature” Christology that he shared with Severus. His logic was as 
follows: if Christ's body was fully united with the divine Word, it must 
fully share the impassible qualities of that divine Word. Therefore, 
Christ's (divinized) body could not be fully subject to suffering. 73 

For his part, Severus was not willing to draw the same conclusion: 
he thought Julian's teaching threatened to obscure the true humanity of 
Christ in the incarnation. If Christ's body was not subject to suffering, 
how could one affirm that the Word had truly united itself with a 
human being? Severus began writing numerous treatises and letters 
attacking Julian's “erroneous fantasy” as a latter-day christological 
docetism (the view that Christ's humanity was not real, but only an 
appearance), 74 Julian responded in kind by accusing Severus of being a 
closet Nestorian, a secret supporter of a “two-nature” Christology. 75 
To him, Severus was speaking of the humanity of Jesus in a way that 
distinguished it too much from his divine qualities. Of course, as in 
many theological disputes in antiquity, the accusations hurled in each 
direction inevitably distorted the views held by the other side. 

Thus, while the quarrel between Severus and Julian, in fact, hinged 
on a fairly technical distinction concerning their use of the term 
“incorruptible” (aphthartos), it soon grew into a “civil war” that 
involved nearly all sectors of the church in Egypt, including the 
monasteries and the patriarchate itself. It appears that Pope Timothy 
III initially welcomed all the theological fugitives without discrimination, 
offering them refuge within Egyptian monasteries, especially at the 
famous Enaton monastery, located nine miles west of Alexandria. 76 
However, with the outbreak of dissension between the followers of 
Severus and Julian, the patriarch Timothy was forced to take sides. 
One ancient witness claims that Timothy vacillated in his support, 
“sometimes agreeing with one, but at other times agreeing with the 
other,” 77 However, the few fragments that survive from his homilies indi¬ 
cate that he ultimately sided with Severus. Indeed, his language echoes 
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Severus’ writings against Julian: “(Christ) himself was truly human, and 
he did not want this to be unknown, precluding those who suffer from a 
fantasy ( phantasia)” 7 % Timothy’s choice of words is significant here: the 
followers of Julian came to be known by their critics as “Phantasiasts” 
(i.e., those who treat Christ’s body as a fantasy, or illusion). 79 

Despite the fact that he faced opposition from the Alexandrian 
patriarch, Julian gained a vocal following within Egyptian monasteries. 
The editor of History of the Patriarchs describes how many “monks of 
the desert” became enamored of his teaching, while others (led by those 
at the Monastery of Saint Macarius) refused to accept it. The result was 
violent turmoil within such desert communities. 80 Thus, a dispute that 
originally arose between two fugitive Asian bishops ultimately engulfed 
the Egyptian church. 81 After the death of Timothy III in 535, the threat 
that this Severan-Julianist controversy posed to monastic unity 
would ultimately prove a destabilizing influence on the Egyptian 
papacy as well. 

Social Fragmentation and Internal Schism in Egypt 

The forty-two year period spanning the reigns of the Egyptian popes 
Theodosius (536-566) and Peter IV (575-579) was a time of social and 
theological fragmentation. If one were to trace a “genealogy” or “family 
tree” of the Alexandrian patriarchate and anti-Chalcedonian resistance 
during this period, the result would be a tangled web of now-inter¬ 
secting, now-diverging branches. (For the brave of heart, I have 
attempted such a “genealogy” in Appendix 3.) 82 As we shall see, rival 
factions hotly contested the elections of both Theodosius and Peter IV, 
and the two patriarchs spent large portions of their tenures physically 
removed from their seat of authority in the Egyptian capital. 

The initial challenge to Theodosius’ election in 536 arose as a 
consequence of the Severan-Julianist division that had already been 
agitating the Egyptian church for almost two decades. As the secretary 
to Timothy III, Theodosius had aligned himself publicly with Severus, 
and his election as patriarch received the endorsement of Severus’ 
loyalists. Thus, when news of his consecration reached the ears of 
Julian’s numerous supporters in Alexandria, it triggered an uprising in 
the city. The success of this popular revolt attests to the strength of the 
Julianist movement and to the tenuous status of Severus’ following in 
Egypt at that time. According to the writer Ps.-Leontius, the base of 
Severan support in Alexandria was primarily limited to those of high 
social station (hoi megaloi tes poleos J. 83 Almost immediately, 
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Theodosius was forced out of the city, and a Julianist candidate, 
Gaianus, the former archdeacon of Timothy III, was put forward in his 
place. In his sudden rise to office, Gaianus also seems to have drawn 
on the support of the Separatists (Aposchistai ), whose history of dis¬ 
sent traced its roots to the time of Peter Mongus (see above). 84 

The tide would turn quickly. Little more than one hundred days 
after he had been compelled to flee Alexandria, Theodosius returned 
and was reinstalled with the aid of an armed legion commissioned by 
the empress Theodora. 85 As a result, Gaianus 5 occupation of the patri¬ 
archal chair proved short-lived: he was summarily exiled, first to 
Carthage and then later to Sardinia. However, the patriarchal rift that 
came to be named after him—the Gaianite Schism—would last much 
longer. His followers would continue to make rival claims upon 
Egyptian bishoprics at least into the eighth century A.D . 86 

Back in office, Theodosius made an immediate effort to reconsol¬ 
idate his authority by convening a local synod and proclaiming his 
unwavering commitment to the conciliar legacy of his Alexandrian 
predecessors: the Council of Nicaea, the first Council at Ephesus 
(against Nestorius), CyriPs Twelve Chapters , and Zeno's Henoticon. 
In so doing, he continued to solicit—and receive—Severus of 
Antioch's support. After the synod was adjourned, Theodosius wrote 
to Severus to communicate the results and to decry “those who teach 
an illusion and a fantasy" (i.e., the Gaianites/Julianists). The exiled 
Antiochene bishop responded in kind by defending Theodosius' 
“divine designation to the evangelical seat" of Alexandria. In his reply, 
Severus also used biblical metaphors that strategically cast Theodosius as 
a persecuted, but faithful, leader of the church, comparing him to the 
apostle Paul, who was called to suffer for the name of Christ (Acts 
9:15), and to Moses' brother, the priest Aaron, who withstood the 
opposition of the wayward Israelites (Numbers 16). 87 

This image of Theodosius as an apostolic-priestly figure beset by 
troubles was a rhetorical attempt to reframe his contested authority in 
biblical terms; however, the picture Severus presented was also 
grounded in an acute awareness of the ongoing challenges that 
Theodosius faced in maintaining his position of leadership. Even after 
the exile of Gaianus, a large cross-section of the populace continued to 
recognize him (and not Theodosius) as their legitimate patriarch. In 
this divisive climate, violent riots broke out once again, and in the 
military clampdown that followed perhaps as many as three thousand 
of the rioters were killed. Finally, in the midst of such turmoil, and 
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after only one year and four months back in Alexandria, Theodosius 
was forced to leave the city a second time. 88 As circumstances had it, 
he would never return—the final thirty years of his life (536-566) he 
spent in Constantinople, a patriarch in perpetual exile. 

In being forced to leave Alexandria a second time, Theodosius 
weathered pointed accusations from his Gaianist/Julianist opponents 
that he "shared the sentiments of the emperor.” 89 For them, the exiled 
Gaianus embodied the true Egyptian legacy of resistance, while 
Theodosius had simply become a pawn in a larger game of 
Constantinopolitan politics. To be honest, such accusations may have 
held more than just a grain of truth. During his short time occupying the 
Alexandrian episcopal throne, Theodosius had found himself increas¬ 
ingly dependent on the imperial arm in trying to maintain his own 
ecclesiastical authority. The empress Theodora, famous for her anti- 
Chalcedonian sympathies, had originally lent her considerable 
influence to support his candidacy for archbishop; and he had relied 
heavily upon imperial military backing for his safety while in office. 90 
For this reason, one modern scholar has referred to Theodosius as a 
“new Proterius.” 91 Proterius had been the original Chalcedonian 
appointee to fill the Alexandrian bishopric after the Council of 
Chalcedon in 451—someone who likewise had (unsuccessfully) relied 
on imperial military aid to bolster his claim to authority. 

This comparison to Proterius may seem odd, since Theodosius had 
long been a staunch opponent of Chalcedonian doctrine. How did he 
find himself in this position, accused by other anti-Chalcedonians of 
being in the pocket of the emporer? Part of the reason, of course, 
may be traced to the nature of the theological divisions that had 
plagued the Egyptian church since the time of Peter Mongus. Since 
that time, the Alexandrian patriarchs had largely pursued a politics of 
conciliation that proved unsatisfactory to more radical anti- 
Chalcedonians (who, by Theodosius’ time, may actually have com¬ 
prised the majority of the Egyptian population). However, another 
important factor contributed to Theodosius 5 quandary as well: namely, 
the complex theological politics of the emperor Justinian (527-565) 
and his wife, the empress Theodora (d. 548). 

As mentioned earlier, Justinian generally followed his uncle, the 
Emperor Justin I in pursuing a policy of Chalcedonian restoration; 
however, his application of that policy during the early years of his 
reign was often inconsistent. One of the reasons for this was Justinian's 
pragmatic concern to promote unity among the churches in the Roman 
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Empire: to that end, he employed a wide variety of means (from coer¬ 
cion to compromise) to bring the dissenting communities together. 92 
Another reason for the emperor’s shifting theological politics was 
the empress Theodora, whose quiet (and sometimes not-so-quiet) 
activism on behalf of anti-Chalcedonian causes offset Justinian’s own 
theological biases and provided the political patronage that sustained 
Theodosius (at least temporarily) in the Alexandrian see. Indeed, for a 
short time in 535, she even was successful in maneuvering for 
Justinian’s “tacit assent” to the election of an anti-Chalcedonian 
patriarch at Constantinople as well. 93 This bishop (Anthimus), along 
with Theodosius, briefly formed a Severan “axis” in the East before the 
Roman Pope Agapetus intervened and convinced Justinian to renew his 
campaign against those who opposed Chalcedon 94 Within the space of 
a year, the emperor acted to anathematize and depose Anthimus. The 
same fate awaited Theodosius. After Theodosius’ escape from the rioting 
in Alexandria and arrival in Constantinople in the autumn of 536, the 
emperor tried for a year to persuade the Alexandrian patriarch to 
endorse the Chalcedonian definition. When Theodosius refused, 
Justinian formally deposed him as bishop (the first time an emperor had 
unilaterally removed a Christian bishop from office), and installed in 
his pi ace a Chalcedonian monk named Paul Tabennesiota. 95 

Thus, with the insertion of Paul Tabennesiota, there were, in fact, 
now three rival parties contesting the Egyptian patriarchate: 1) the 
Severan churches who continued to recognize Theodosius, 2) the 
Gaianite/Julianist communion that retained allegiance to Gaianus and 
his successors, and 3) the renewed Chalcedonian hierarchy with Paul 
at its head. Angered by this tension-filled atmosphere with many 
Alexandrians refusing to recognize Paul’s leadership, the emperor 
Justinian decided to lock the doors to the city churches. They 
remained locked for a year before Justinian reopened them and placed 
them in the exclusive hands of the Chalcedonian hierarchy. 96 

With Justinian’s sanction, Paul and his successors enacted a policy 
of repression against the other parties. The Chalcedonian leadership, 
now endowed with even more civil and military power than 
Theodosius had previously enjoyed, assumed the role of “soldier- 
patriarchs.” 97 The effect of this repressive policy can be vividly seen in 
the case of the Gaianite community. When the Gaianites elected a man 
named Elpidios as bishop in 565, he was summarily arrested by 
Justinian and sent into exile (in fact, he^ended up dying on the journey 
to his destination). 98 Emblematic of this new breed of Chalcedonian 
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bishop was Apollinaris (551-570), a patrician who had formerly served 
as a state official under Justinian. Apollinaris arrived in Alexandria with 
an army escort, which he would later employ to suppress religious 
dissent by means of force." 

The exile of Theodosius (which lasted from 537 to 566), came as a 
result of this reimposition of a strict Chalcedonian religious policy 
by Justinian, and yet the shape his exile took was far from conventional. 
Originally sent away to nearby Thrace (30 miles from Constantinople), 
Theodosius actually spent most of his “exile 5 back in the imperial capital 
itself. It was there, hidden away in the Palace of Hormisdas under the 
protective eye of his imperial patroness Theodora, 100 that Theodosius 
began to reshape his image in relation to other anti-Chalcedonian 
leaders in the eastern Mediterranean. 

Indeed, after the death of Severus in 538, Theodosius was able to 
assume his mantle as the ecumenical head of the anti-Chalcedonian 
churches through his concerted attempts to reorganize theological 
resistance among such churches in Syria and Arabia. First, in letters to 
eastern bishops, he emphasized his indebtedness to Severus (whom he 
calls “our father 55 and “ecumenical light 55 ) and interpreted the 
Henoticon as an agreement designed “to overthrow the Council of 
Chalcedon.” 101 One of these letters attests his support for “our blessed 
brother and colleague, 55 Paul, the new bishop of Antioch, whom he 
would commission as his representative in Egypt during his absence. 102 
Second, still claiming his prerogative as Alexandrian patriarch, 
Theodosius moved to quell further theological divisions that were arising 
in the anti-Chalcedonian churches of Egypt. In particular, he directed 
a treatise against the teachings of an Alexandrian deacon named 
Themistius who claimed that if Jesus fully shared our human nature he 
must have experienced ignorance in the body. 103 Themistius 5 adherents— 
nicknamed by their opponents the Agnoetai (derived from the Greek 
verb, agnoeo , meaning “to be ignorant 55 )—remained active into the 
seventh century. 104 Third, despite the fact that he was effectively under 
house arrest, Theodosius was able to consecrate new anti-Chalcedonian 
bishops to serve in Syria and Arabia—respectively, Jacob Baradaeus, the 
metropolitan of Edessa, and Theodore, the metropolitan of Bostra. 
Similar attempts to install twelve new bishops in Upper Egypt were 
thwarted by the Chalcedonian leadership in Alexandria, but the 
appointments in Syria and Arabia were highly significant, especially in 
the case of Jacob Baradaeus (sometimes called James Baradai), who went 
on to become famous for his successful missionary work on behalf of the 
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anti-Chalcedonian churches. 105 On the frontiers of the Roman Empire, 
missionary activism became a form of ecclesiastical-political resistance. 

In a variety of ways, the picture we get of Theodosius 5 experience in 
exile overturns traditional binary conceptions of “center” and “margin, 55 
and as such, is instructive as we continue to draw analogies between 
modern forms of colonialism and the role of the early Byzantine church 
and state in Egyptian ecclesiastical affairs. It has often been observed 
that the rhetoric of colonial powers has typically sought to accentuate 
the difference between the imperial “center” and the colonized 
“margin.” 106 This same kind of link between rhetoric and imperial pol¬ 
itics can be identified in sixth-century Byzantium as well. 

For Justinian, the frontiers of the eastern Roman Empire seemed 
all-too-permeable and insecure—like partially-drawn pencil lines on 
a map that are ever in danger of being erased altogether. His interna¬ 
tional policy was thoroughly committed to plugging the gaps, to 
redrawing the boundary lines in bold, indelible ink. Egypt was just one 
of several border regions where the margins threatened to intrude upon 
Byzantine centrism. 107 The “desert fringes to the west of the Nile”— 
including the monastic territories of Scetis and the more far-flung 
Kharga and Dakhla oases—suffered from repeated attacks by nomadic 
tribes during the fifth and sixth centuries: indeed, during this period, 
the Byzantine government effectively lost control over their outposts in 
the southern oases. 108 The island of Philae, a pilgrimage destination 
connected with the Isis cult at the first cataract of the Nile (just south 
of modern day Aswan), was another contested border site: there, 
Justinian moved to suppress indigenous worship of the Egyptian god¬ 
dess and to replace it with a Christian church (ca. 537). The inscription 
that was carved at the entrance to the converted temple—“The cross has 
conquered! It ever conquers!”—was meant to forestall “pagan spirits 
that might try to creep back into their old sanctuary,” 109 but it also rep¬ 
resented an attempt to demarcate cognitive boundaries between the 
“civilized world” (oikoumene) and its periphery. 

Of course, such boundaries were themselves by no means solid or 
constant. In the case of Philae, after Justinian had suppressed the Isis 
cult, a conflict arose between his Chalcedonian representatives and 
the anti-Chalcedonian leadership in Egypt over who would have the 
right to conduct missions in this border zone among the local 
Nubian tribes—that is, over who would control the theology of this 
“civilized world” and who would patrol its borders. The anti- 
Chalcedonians (secretly aided by Theodora) prevailed in this skirmish, 
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but the skirmish itself unmasks the way that such symbolic boundaries 
were constantly contested and destabilized. 110 

Theodosius 5 experience of exile likewise shows how discursive 
(colonial) categories like "margin” and "center” could be subverted or 
deconstructed. While still in office at the Egyptian "margins” of 
Byzantine rule, Theodosius had nonetheless retained intimate access to 
imperial power, especially in the form of military aid. Later, however, 
at Constantinople, he found himself disenfranchised of that power—in 
exile, banished from office, but nonetheless at the "center” of imperial 
life. In the context of a similar modern confusion over “margin” and 
"center,” one scholar has noted that “the colonized subject who travels 
to the colonizing center will remain in terms of power and political 
status on the periphery.” 111 And yet, Theodosius, when read as this 
colonized subject who inhabits a marginalized center, was still able to 
appropriate the tools of power available to him—most notably, 
Theodora’s beneficent patronage—in shaping a rhetoric and practice 
of theological resistance. 112 

Theodosius died in 566, only a year after Justinian. However, neither 
Theodosius’ efforts to organize the anti-Chalcedonian movement in the 
East, nor the change in imperial regime (under Justin II, 565-578), 
provided a solution for the multi-layered schism that wracked the 
Egyptian church. If anything, the schism grew worse. 113 The election of 
Peter IV followed an extended interregnum of ten years during which 
the Chalcedonian hierarchy successfully thwarted attempts by the anti- 
Chalcedonian community to name a successor to Theodosius. 114 
Furthermore, during Peter’s short tenure (576-577), as many as four 
separate patriarchal claimants vied for precedence in Alexandria (see 
Appendix 3), a situation that would continue for almost another decade 
under Peter’s successor, Damian (578-607). These rival claimants 
included not only the Chalcedonian bishop John (570-581) and the 
Gaianite-Julianist bishop Dorotheus (565-after 580), but also another 
Severan-Theodosian candidate named Theodore. 115 

How did it come to be that Peter IV and Theodore both put them¬ 
selves forth as Theodosius’ legitimate successor? In 575, Theodosius’ 
former proxy, Paul of Antioch, faced with a gaping leadership void 
among the Severan anti-Chalcedonian community in Egypt, decided 
to intervene and nominated Theodore (a Syrian monk from one of the 
monasteries at Scetis) as bishop. Paul’s intervention was not received 
well: three years earlier (571), he had made an aborted attempt to reach 
a theological compromise with the Chalcedonian emperor Justin II, 
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and in the process had severely wounded his reputation in anti- 
Chalcedonian circles. The majority of Alexandrians refused to accept 
Theodore’s election. Instead, they elected their own candidate, Peter 
IV (who also happened to be from a monastic background). 116 

Peter IV moved quickly to consolidate his support both interna¬ 
tionally and domestically. First, through a synodical letter written in 
576, he was able to secure official recognition of his election from 
Theodosius’ famous protege, the Syrian missionary Jacob Baradaeus. 117 
Second, he appointed seventy new bishops to fill previously vacant 
dioceses in Egypt, thereby strengthening his own local support up and 
down the Nile. 118 Finally, Peter also sought to communicate his sol¬ 
idarity with Egyptian monastic communities: with Chalcedonian priests 
still occupying the churches in Alexandria, he situated his patriarchal 
headquarters at the Enaton, the monastery located nine miles west of the 
Egyptian capital. 119 

Such constructive measures helped reconsolidate the anti- 
Chalcedonian hierarchy in Egypt, but they did not immediately solve 
the internal schism that plagued the Severan-Theodosian leadership. 
This internecine feud with the followers of Theodore would last into the 
papacy of Damian (578-607). 120 And yet, the fragmentation of the anti- 
Chalcedonian leadership was not limited to internal Egyptian matters. 
In addition, an equally vexing challenge to anti-Chalcedonian unity 
would arise on the international stage, and it took the form of a new 
conflict between the church of Alexandria and the church of Antioch. 

Alexandria and Antioch, Part Two: 

Schism Between Two Anti-Chalcedonian Sees 

This conflict between Alexandria and Antioch was fueled by events 
that took place under the leadership of Pope Damian (578-607), 121 but 
tensions had already been brewing between the two sees for several 
years by the time of Damian’s election. Indeed, the political roots of 
this emerging ecclesiastical schism may be traced back to the year 575 
and Paul of Antioch’s attempt to intervene in the Alexandrian electoral 
process (see above), Paul’s decision to sponsor the Syrian monk 
Theodore as pope of Egypt (and the Alexandrians’ counter-election of 
Peter IV) had exascerbated the divisions within the anti-Chalcedonian 
leadership and had added to the growing reservoir of ill feelings 
toward Paul himself. In the end, Peter IV, along with Jacob Baradaeus 
and other anti-Chalcedonian leaders in the East, moved to depose Paul 
from office on account of the fact that he “had entered into communion 
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with the Synodites (i.e., the Chalcedonians)” and “had ordained a cer¬ 
tain Theodore of Rhamnis as a patriarch for the Alexandrians without 
the Alexandrians having been informed.” 122 

Now the tables were turned. For the next five years (while Paul of 
Antioch was still alive, but in exile), there would be a struggle over who 
was the rightful occupant of the Antiochene episcopal chair, and it was 
the Alexandrian patriarch, Damian (himself of Syrian background), who 
made efforts to extend his influence over the process of selecting a 
successor to the controversial Paul, 123 In 579, on a tour of the eastern 
Mediterranean, Damian visited Syrian monasteries and stopped in 
Antioch, where he secretly arranged to have a monk named Severus 
elected as bishop. However, his plans were foiled when the 
Chalcedonian bishop of Antioch got wind of his presence and sent his 
guard to seize him. Damian managed to escape only by sneaking out 
of the church through the underground sewer system. 124 In the end, 
Damian’s own attempt to intervene in Antiochene affairs only added 
to the tensions between the two sees. In 580, a young monk named 
Peter of Callinicum finally assented to become the Antiochene 
patriarch (he had previously declined on at least three other occa¬ 
sions due to his reluctance to intrude upon that office while Paul 
was still alive). 125 After his election, it would only take one year 
before a disagreement between Peter and Damian escalated into formal 
schism between Antioch and Alexandria. 

The nature of their disagreement shows that this schism had not 
only political roots (as mentioned above in relation to Paul of 
Antioch), but also theological foundations within the context of the 
anti-Chalcedonian factionalism that continued to plague the churches 
in Syria and in Egypt. During the 550’s and 560’s in Syria and eastern 
Asia Minor, some anti-Chalcedonian church leaders began to advocate 
a view of the Trinity that saw God not as consisting of one substance 
or nature, but of three substances (ousiai) or natures ( physeis). While 
exiled in Constantinople, Pope Theodosius of Alexandria wrote a 
treatise against this viewpoint, condemning it as a form of polytheism 
that made the Trinity into three separate gods. In this vein, later 
opponents would dub the proponents of this doctrine “Tritheists.” 126 

After Theodosius’ death in 566, this so-called “Tritheism” made 
inroads in Egyptian ecclesiastical and philosophical circles. During the 
interregnum before the election of Peter IV as pope, the Alexandrian 
philosopher John Philoponos became its most articulate spokesperson, 
providing a distinctively Aristotelian basis for the doctrine of three 



110 


Contesting the Alexandrian Papacy 


consubstantial substances (“divinities”) within the Trinity (see 
Appendix 3). 127 His writings met staunch opposition among other 
anti-Chalcedonianists in Egypt: for example, in 567, Bishop John of 
the monastic settlement Kellia, along with “the entire clergy of the 
great city of Alexandria,” condemned him with a written decree of 
anathema. 128 Despite this action, the influence of the “Tritheist” 
movement was still keenly felt a few decades later during Damian’s 
papal reign (a.d. 578-607). 129 Indeed, the dispute between Damian and 
Peter the bishop of Antioch seems to have been an unexpected result 
of Damian’s efforts to combat Tritheism in his own diocese and in the 
eastern Roman Empire generally. 

From the first years of his patriarchate, the Alexandrian archbishop 
had begun writing against “Tritheist” doctrine. In doing so, he (like his 
fourth and fifth century predecessors) worked to cultivate monastic 
support for his campaign against this perceived theological threat. 
Damian himself was reportedly trained as a monk in the Wadi al- 
Natrun, and indeed his memory seems to have been commemorated 
there in later monastic art (see Fig. 8). 130 This ascetic pedigree may have 
proved valuable as Damian sought to bring Egyptian monks in line with 
his anti-Tritheist stance. His success in this endeavor is vividly attested in 
the archaeological record: a portion of his Synodical Letter against 
the Tritheists is preserved in inscriptional form on a wall in one of the 
monastic cells at the Monastery of Epiphanius at Thebes (modern day 
Luxor) (see Fig. 9). 131 

A few years after he wrote this Synodical Letter , Damian—who by 
this time had gained at least informal recognition as the international 
head of the anti-Chalcedonian churches—composed another work 
against Tritheism, a Refutation of Tritheist Chapters (ca. 586). He sent a 
copy of this treatise to the bishop of Antioch, Peter of Callinicum, “so 
that he might examine it and correct in it what was necessary.” 
However, when Peter responded with reservations about “strange 
expressions” in the treatise that he found “out of key with the Doctors 
(i.e., the Church Fathers),” Damian took offense and communication 
between the two sees quickly broke down. 132 While Peter made over¬ 
tures to heal the breach, Damian remained decidedly aloof. Soon, both 
church leaders began venting their displeasure in a public forum. 
Damian had two letters delivered to Peter in which he accused the latter 
of being a Tritheist sympathizer; Peter responded with a large-scale 
treatise Against Damian (in three books), in which he declared 
Damian’s theology a brand of Sabellianism (an early Christian heresy 
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that collapsed the distinctions between the persons of the Trinity). 133 
Neither accusation was really accurate, but the rhetorical posturing on 
both sides tangibly heightened the tensions between the sees and led to 
a formal suspension of communion between the churches in Alexandria 
and Antioch that would last for almost thirty years. 134 

It would not be until 616—under the leadership of Damian’s succes¬ 
sor Anastasius of Alexandria (607-619) and Peter’s successor Athanasius 
of Antioch—that the two regional churches would resolve their differ¬ 
ences. According to the History of the Patriarchs , 135 the Egyptian Pope 
Anastasius initially broached the subject of repairing relations in a syn¬ 
odical letter addressed to his Syrian counterpart, Athanasius. The con¬ 
ciliatory letter was well-received, and Athanasius (along with his clerical 
entourage from Antioch) journeyed by ship to Alexandria for an eccle¬ 
siastical summit, which took place in one of the Egyptian monasteries 
along the Mediterranean coast (probably at the Enaton or one of the 
other monasteries located west of the capital city). There, Anastasius and 
Athanasius shared a kiss of peace, and issued a joint statement announc¬ 
ing their reunion. This statement, preserved by chronographer Michael 
the Syrian, emphasizes the common theological heritage celebrated by 
the two churches, specifically citing the councils at Nicaea (325), 
Constantinople (381), and Ephesus (431), and the writings of the 
“divinely inspired” Severus of Antioch as markers of anti-Chalcedonian 
“orthodoxy.” Meanwhile, the rancorous dispute between their prede¬ 
cessors Damian and Peter was deftly swept under the table: “If any het¬ 
erodox person enquires, ‘How do you interpret what was written in the 
time of difficulty between the blessed archbishops?’ we respond: ‘The 
writers have gone to God; as for us, we are united in accord with the 
presently effected doctrinal agreement.’” 136 With these words, the three- 
decade-long schism between Alexandria and Antioch was finally healed. 

However, the agreement between Anastasius of Alexandria and 
Athanasius of Antioch did not come with unanimous support. It was 
no secret that a vocal Egyptian minority opposed the reunion: in one 
of his letters, Athanasius actually records the names of these dis¬ 
senters. 137 Counted among those who resisted the idea of a settlement 
were diehard loyalists to the former Pope Damian, who were not quite 
so willing to forgive and forget the fact that the Antiochenes had pre¬ 
viously anathematized their beloved patriarch. These “intransigents” 
within the Egyptian anti-Chalcedonian camp may have even taken 
steps to elect their leader, a man named John, as an “anti-Pope,” a new 
papal rival to Anastasius. 138 
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Thus, despite his success in reestablishing a bond of unity with 
Antioch, the patriarch Anastasius still faced a divided communion at 
home. Splinter groups like this party of “Damianite” dissenters and the 
by-now eighty-year-old Gaianite faction were lingering signs of anti- 
Chalcedonian disunity in Egypt. In addition to these groups, the 
imperially-sponsored Chalcedonian church leadership in Alexandria 
also continued to make rival claims on the Egyptian papacy, and 
backed those claims with the military and economic power of the 
Byzantine state and its interests. Early in his tenure as Pope, 
Anastasius endured the seizure of his churches by the Chalcedonian 
bishop Eulogius. 139 Later, he faced a more congenial, but equally for¬ 
midable rival in Eulogius’ successor, John “the Almsgiver,” whose 
lavish forms of public beneficence (e.g., the building of hospitals and 
shelters for the poor) competed with and inevitably disrupted tradi¬ 
tional anti-Chalcedonian lines of episcopal patronage. 140 Physically 
displaced from his churches, faced with the military and economic 
enforcement of Chalcedonian hegemony over Alexandria, Anastasius 
was forced to take refuge in a monastery outside the city. 141 It was 
there, in 616, that he would have to host Athanasius, the bishop of 
Antioch, to craft their formula of reunion. And yet, within the space 
of three years, the political climate would radically shift and the 
Byzantine-Chalcedonian control of Alexandria would be undermined. 
A storm was brewing on the eastern horizon: the Persian army was 
about to invade Egypt. 

New Colonial Rivals and the 
End of Byzantine Rule in Egypt 

The Period of Persian Occupation (619—629) 

The three decades of Egyptian history leading up to the arrival of the 
Persian army were marked by episodic fits of social turbulence and 
political upheaval. The seventh-century chronicler John of Nikiu (ca. 
690) describes the situation in the Egyptian Delta during the reign of 
the Emperor Maurice (582-602) as one akin to civil war. At the Delta 
city of Aikelah (Zawja), leading residents of the city led an armed 
rebellion in which they commandeered ships plying the Nile grain 
trade and intercepted tax payments bound for Constantinople. 142 This 
rebellion was made more complicated by the party politics of the local 
hippodrome factions, the Greens and the Blues. These factions had 
originated as business sponsors and partisan supporters for athletes 
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competing in the hippodrome chariot races, but had evolved to exert 
an increasing influence over early Byzantine politics. As a result of 
their public responsibility for leading the chants of acclamation hon¬ 
oring the emperor in the arena, the Greens and the Blues were privi¬ 
leged recipients of imperial patronage. However, at the same time, they 
resolutely resisted complete state control of their activities. In the last 
decades of the sixth century, their resistance to state control sometimes 
came to expression in the form of local uprisings. 143 

The insurrection in the Delta was not an isolated case. Around the 
same time, a similar uprising took place at Akhmim in Upper Egypt 
under “a rebel named Azarias . . . who mustered a large force of 
Ethiopian slaves and brigands and seized the imperial taxes.” 144 Such 
localized revolts continued in Egypt during the reign of the usurper 
Phocas, who in 602 deposed the emperor Maurice and put him to 
death as part of an imperial coup in Constantinople. 145 Finally, in the 
years 609 and 610, Alexandria and the Delta served as a pivotal battle¬ 
ground for the would-be-emperor Heraclius (610-641), who funded a 
military campaign to reclaim the Byzantine throne from Phocas. 
Heraclius* success in this struggle was determined in part by his ability 
to regain control once again of revenues from taxation and the grain 
trade, and to pacify the still-restive hippodrome factions in Egypt. 146 
However, by the time the Persians arrived on the banks of the Nile 
in 618 or 619, this history of civil unrest and political skirmishing 
had taken its toll. In the clash between Phocas and Heraclius—two 
pro-Chalcedonian contenders for the imperial throne—the lines of 
imperial allegiance for the Egyptian Chalcedonian leadership had 
become quite thorny (there were hazards in lending one’s support to 
the wrong side), and as a result, the Byzantine administrative grip on 
Egypt was loosened, if ever so slightly. 

In fact, the imperial power struggle triggered by Phocas* coup in 
602 seems to have been one of the primary catalysts that incited 
Persians to invade the eastern Roman territories in 603. The emperor 
Maurice, deposed and assassinated by Phocas and his loyalists, had 
been a political ally of the Persian shah, Chosroes II. According to 
one early Byzantine historian, 147 Chosroes II was indebted to 
Maurice for helping him ascend to the throne in the face of political 
opposition. When news reached Chosroes II of Maurice’s death at 
Phocas’ hands, the Persian ruler decided to initiate what turned out 
to be a decade-long campaign against Roman settlements in 

Mesopotamia and Syria (603-613). 
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Whether Chosroes IPs declaration of war against Phocas was due 
to his sense of loyalty to Maurice, to crass opportunism, or to some 
combination of the two, 148 it is clear that the Persian aggression was 
not an isolated incident. Tensions between the Romans and the 
Sassanian dynasty in Persia had been long in the making. Periodic 
border crises between the two empires had begun to erupt already in 
the third century, 149 In the sixth century, Persian incursions on the 
Mesopotamian frontier early in Justinian’s reign had led to a series of 
ineffectual peace treaties (in 533, 545, 551, and 561) and to the 
Byzantine practice of making large, regular tribute payments to the 
Persians in an equally vain attempt to secure their borders. 150 

By 613, after ten years of systematic Persian attacks on eastern 
Roman installations around the Euphrates river basin and into Syria, 
and after Heraclius had expended considerable resources in wresting 
imperial power back from Phocas, the Byzantine Empire had grown 
vulnerable, and the Persians took advantage. In the space of three 
years, they captured Damascus (613), Caesarea (613), Jerusalem (614), 
and Chalcedon (615), advancing to the doorstep of the imperial capi¬ 
tal, Constantinople. Four years later, Alexandria fell, and by 620 all of 
Egypt was in Persian hands. 151 

What effect did this Persian invasion have on the Alexandrian patri¬ 
archate and on Egyptian Christian communities? Unfortunately, this 
question is not easy to answer, since we have relatively little contem¬ 
poraneous information about the thirteen-year period of Persian rule 
in Egypt. 152 A handful of Greek and Coptic letters preserved on papyri 
and ostraca (pottery shards) provide us with only fleeting glimpses of 
the disruptions and dislocations suffered by Egyptians during the 
Persian invasion. 153 Later Coptic (or Copto-Arabic) sources that refer 
to this period tend to put special emphasis on the violent character of 
the Persian conquests. For example, the ancient editor of the History 
of the Patriarchs laments the Persians’ mistreatment of Christians, 
describing in great detail their destruction of numerous monasteries, 
including their slaughter of monks living at the Enaton monastery 
west of Alexandria. 154 The expanded Arabic Life of Shenoute (based 
on a Coptic version that was redacted in the late seventh century) has 
the Savior appear to Shenoute and prophesy about the coming of the 
Persians to Egypt—with an emphasis on their “great butchery, . . . 
(their) persecution and their tyranny.” 155 

However, the question remains as to how one should interpret these 
accounts of Persian violence. While the seventh-century papyrological 
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record would seem to confirm that certain Egyptians did in fact suffer 
violence during the initial Persian invasions, other evidence suggests 
that such brutal tactics did not truly characterize the subsequent period 
of Persian rule. Indeed, one scholar has argued that, once it was estab¬ 
lished, the Persian administration in Egypt pursued a more general 
policy of conciliation and sought to maintain the status quo in social 
and economic affairs. 156 One example of this is the way that the Persians 
adopted the system of Byzantine administration that was already in 
place: tax records preserved on early seventh-century papyri from 
Oxyrhynchus show that the taxation machinery continued to operate 
as usual throughout this period. The Persians also continued to promote 
the longstanding Egyptian grain trade, although they re-channeled it 
away from Constantinople and toward their own war efforts. 157 

The evidence for a Persian public policy of conciliation—at least in 
the case of Egyptian anti-Chalcedonian Christians—lies in the ability 
of Popes Andronicus (619-626) and Benjamin (626-665) to remain in 
Alexandria and to exercise their leadership from their patriarchal seat 
there throughout the entire period of Persian rule (619-629). 158 Of 
course, for the Chalcedonian leadership, with its links to Byzantine 
state authority, the situation was quite different: with the Persian army 
threatening Alexandria, the Chalcedonian patriarch John the 
Almsgiver was forced to flee to his native country of Cyprus. 159 In this 
way, the Persian conquest of Egypt brought about a discernible shift 
in religious patronage. While the new presence of the Persians disrupted 
Chalcedonian claims to authority, it ultimately (despite the devastating 
effect of the Persian invasion on some Egyptian monastic communities) 
provided an unexpected window of opportunity for the anti- 
Chalcedonian leadership in Alexandria. However, this window of 
opportunity would soon slam shut in 629 when the Byzantine emperor 
Heraclius, fresh from an astonishingly successful military counterattack 
deep in Persian territory, retook Egypt and reclaimed it for 
Constantinople. 160 

The Byzantine Recovery in Egypt (629—642) 

In the aftermath of his victories over Persia, the emperor Heraclius 
remained, more than ever, a stauch patron of the Chalcedonian church. 
During the war, the Byzantine patriarch Sergius had “placed his 
Church treasure at the disposal of the emperor” in an effort to help 
fund Heraclius’ military “crusade” against the Persians. 161 Now, 
Heraclius repayed the favor by reestablishing Chalcedonian bishops in 
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the dissenting provinces and equipping them with the economic and 
military wherewithal to enforce doctrinal adherence. In the case of 
Egypt, he appointed a man named Cyrus from the Caucasus as his 
archbishop (631). 

Cyrus’ appointment was coordinated with theological and social 
policies designed to bring anti-Chalcedonians back into line with 
Constantinople, or, failing that, to suppress forms of dissent by force. 
This two-pronged effort to implement doctrinal uniformity was part 
of a larger “politics of survival” pursued by the Byzantine state in the 
face of external threats. 162 

The first tactic took the form of a christological “solution” origi¬ 
nally proposed by the emperor Heraclius and Sergius, the patriarch of 
Constantinople. Their solution, ostensibly designed to appeal to anti- 
Chalcedonian sensibilities, emphasized the “one will” of Christ. As a 
result, it later came to be known as “Monotheletism,” from the Greek 
stems mon(o)- (“only, single”) and thel- (“will”). For Chalcedonians 
like Heraclius, Sergius, and Cyrus, this provided a way of affirming the 
unity of the human and divine in Christ without abandoning their 
affirmation of Christ’s two natures. Cyrus was charged with the task 
of promoting the “one will” doctrine in Alexandria, and his efforts 
seem to have been at least partially successful. There is evidence that a 
number of anti-Chalcedonians embraced this christological solution in 
a formal Charter of Union between the Melkite Patriarch Cyrus of 
Alexandria and the Theodosians (although they themselves probably 
interpreted the “one will” formula as consonant with “one nature” 
rather than “two nature” belief). 163 However, the majority of 
Christians in Egypt rejected Monothelitism. By this time, they had 
come to see any doctrine sponsored by Chalcedonian patriarchs as 
theologically suspect. 164 Later in the seventh century, Monotheletism 
would also founder on the rocks of controversy within Chalcedonian 
circles (e.g., in Rome), where it began to be viewed as too much of a 
concession to so-called “Monophysite” belief. 165 In the end, despite 
their numerous areas of intersecting belief, the Chalcedonians and 
anti-Chalcedonians were politically as far apart as ever, especially in 
the ranks of leadership. 

With the failure of such attempts to forge a christological agreement, 
the Byzantine government and the Chalcedonian patriarch Cyrus 
increasingly turned to military force, economic disenfranchisement, 
and social displacement as a means to suppress anti-Chalcedonian 
resistance in Egypt. Later Coptic sources excoriate Cyrus for his 
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repressive tactics—tactics that had severe consequences for the anti- 
Chalcedonian church in Egypt under Pope Benjamin (626-665). The 
seventh-century Chronicle of John, bishop of Nikiu, reports how 
Cyrus "robbed the (anti-Chalcedonian) church of large possessions in 
the time of the persecution, without any authorization on the part of 
the magistrates.” 166 Along these lines, a Coptic homily attributed to 
Pope Benjamin himself labels Cyrus as “the criminal” or “the lawless 
one” (paranomos ). 167 In addition to the confiscation of churches, Cyrus 
(in close association with the emperor Heraclius) is accused by Coptic 
authors of initiating a new wave of persecution, including methods of 
terror and physical torture, against the anti-Chalcedonian community. 

The monastic Life of Samuel of Kalamunf 6S a work preserved in a 
ninth-century manuscript but with elements that possibly trace back 
to the seventh century, describes Cyrus’ attempts to impose his 
authority over the monks of Scetis and the Fayum, and at the same 
time the monastic resistance to Cyrus that the monk Samuel spear¬ 
headed in these areas. The author of the Life pointedly portrays 
Samuel’s resistance in anti-Chalcedonian terms. First, the 
“Monothelite” edict that Cyrus had delivered to Scetis is erroneously 
(or perhaps quite purposefully) identified with the Tome of Leo. Then, 
when Samuel hears the edict read, he publically rejects it by taking the 
text and ripping it up in the presence of the magistrate: “We do not 
accept this Tome or that which is written in it, nor yet do we accept 
the Council of Chalcedon, nor do we have any archbishop but our 
father Apa Benjamin . . . Anathema to this Tome. Anathema to the 
Council of Chalcedon .. .” 169 Within the context of the story, the men- 
tion of “Apa Benjamin” is not random. Cyrus had originally sent 
emissaries to the monasteries in order to find and arrest Pope 
Benjamin, who had been forced to go into hiding outside Alexandria. 
Thus, in Samuel’s demonstrative speech and actions, one observes once 
again how the rejection of Chalcedonian doctrine among Egyptian 
monks remained intimately connected with their sense of solidarity 
with their archbishop. 

In reaction to Samuel’s public rejection of Monothelite doctrine (and 
by extension, Cyrus’ authority), the magistrate resorted to violence. 

He (the magistrate) caused ten soldiers to flog him (Samuel) at 
once, until everyone said that he was already dead.... After this 
he made them bind his feet and suspend him. Then they fixed 
him on stakes and tortured him until his blood flowed like 
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water. A thong which an attendant held slipped from his hand 
and fell on his right eye, whereupon his pupil immediately burst 
and spilled down upon his cheek. 170 

After the magistrate “returned to his senses” and granted Samuel a 
reprieve (on account of his horrific eye injury), Samuel was driven out 
of town by the soldiers and ended up resettling at Mount Kalamun 
(= Calamon) in the Fayum (approximately 150 kilometers south of 
Scetis). 171 However, after a short while, Cyrus renewed his “persecu¬ 
tion” of anti-Chalcedonian monks, and took Samuel into custody once 
again. Again he was chained, flogged, and beaten to within an inch of 
his life. Throughout the ordeal, Samuel is said to have stood firm, 
equating Cyrus’ civil rule with the temporal rule of the devil and cas¬ 
tigating him as a “son of Satan,” a “deceiving Antichrist,” and a 
“Chalcedonian heretic.” 172 

Regardless of whether or not one accepts this account as historical, 173 
what is important to note here is the way that Coptic self-identity was 
being framed anew through the production of a new generation of 
“martyr literature.” Even though Samuel does not succumb to death as 
a result of his injuries, he is nonetheless celebrated as a “confessor and 
athlete of the orthodox faith” and “one who became a martyr many 
times without losing his life.” 174 Indeed, the narration of his story 
bears three important hallmarks of ancient Christian martyrologies: (1) 
a confrontation and verbal exchange with a governmental magistrate 
(here identified with the Chalcedonian hierarchy), (2) vivid descriptions 
of bodily tortures that are heroically endured, and (3) specific, coded 
metaphors, such as Samuel’s worthiness of the three “crowns” (of 
martyrdom) as a result of his struggle. 175 One sees the production of 
martyr accounts in other contexts as well. For example, the History 
of the Patriarchs contains a brief account of the brutal torture and 
martyrdom of Pope Benjamin’s brother Mennas at the hands of the 
emperor Heraclius and Cyrus. 

And Heraclius seized the blessed Mennas, brother of the 
Father Benjamin, the patriarch, and brought great trials upon 
him, and caused lighted torches to be held to his sides until 
the fat of his body oozed forth and flowed upon the ground, 
and knocked out his teeth because he confessed the faith; and 
finally commanded that a sack should be filled with sand, and 
the holy Mennas placed within it and drowned in the sea. . . . 
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For they took the sack, and conveyed him to a distance of seven 
bowshots from the land, and said to him: ‘Say that the council 
of Chalcedon is good and not otherwise, and we will release 
thee/ But Mennas would not do so. And they did this with him 
three times; and when he refused they drowned him. Thus 
they were unable to vanquish this champion, Mennas, but he 
conquered them by his Christian patience. 176 

Here again one observes the same constituent elements of ancient 
martyrologies: an encounter with the authorities (in this case the mar¬ 
tyr remains silent in the face of their threats), graphic depictions of the 
tortures inflicted upon the martyr, and stock metaphors describing the 
martyr as the true victor or “champion” in the struggle—the one who 
overturns imperial pretensions to power, who ultimately “vanquishes” 
those who sought to vanquish him. It is noteworthy that in both 
cases—in the Life of Samuel of Kalamun as well as in the account of 
Mennas’ martyrdom in the History of the Patriarchs —these Coptic 
writers employ the conventions of early Christian martyrology to sub¬ 
vert (and yet at the same time they also reproduce) the kinds of rhetor¬ 
ical oppositions that were being utilized by their Chalcedonian 
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oppressors. 1/7 

In this literature, Pope Benjamin is inextricably linked to this 
martyr legacy on several levels: through his role as the monastic patron 
of Egyptian monks who suffered in allegiance to him, through his own 
blood ties with his martyred brother, but also through his own suffering 
as a displaced patriarch, a leader exiled in his own land. In the History 
of the Patriarchs , an angelic messenger reveals to him the necessity of 
his facing what would turn out to be a decade-long flight from Cyrus’ 
persecution: “Flee thou ... for great troubles will come upon you. But 
take comfort, for this conflict will last only ten years.” It is in this 
immediate context—the necessity of taking on the hardship of such a 
flight—that the editor grants Benjamin the status of “the confessor, the 
militant by the power of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 178 

Benjamin’s exile within Egypt, his time of hiding out in the 
Egyptian monasteries of the Fayum and Upper Egypt, 179 and the 
remembrance of that exile in later Coptic literature, were crucial fac¬ 
tors in the formation of Coptic social and religious identity, an identi¬ 
ty that was conditioned by and grew out of colonial social dynamics. 
In the eyes of Copts during the seventh-century and later, Benjamin’s 
counterpart and adversary Cyrus became the embodiment of the ever- 
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deepening alliance of Chalcedonian religious interests and Byzantine 
imperial policy. In this light, the History of the Patriarchs describes the 
Chalcedonian patriarch as a “governor (wait) to the land of Egypt,” a 
“prefect (wait) and patriarch at the same time.” 180 Given the still-valid 
provisions of Justinian’s legislation (538) on the administrative organ¬ 
ization of Egypt, one must recognize such statements as tendentious: 
Cyrus legally could not have been able to serve as the “prefect” over 
all of Egypt. 181 And yet, despite its apparent “unhistorical” basis, this 
account in the History of the Patriarchs speaks volumes about Coptic 
perceptions of Chalcedonian influence. 

In this context, the origins of this tradition about Cyrus as “prefect 
and patriarch” prove significant. On the basis of a manuscript variant 
in a text entitled. The Book of the Consecration of the Sanctuary of 
Benjamin , one scholar has argued convincingly that this tradition orig¬ 
inated in Upper Egypt. 182 Such a provenance might correlate this tradi¬ 
tion with Benjamin’s decade of exile in Upper Egypt, during which 
Chalcedonian and anti-Chalcedonian sentiments became increasingly 
polarized. In that region, Cyrus’ public image contrasted sharply with 
that of Benjamin. Over against Cyrus’ perceived investment in imperi¬ 
al mechanisms of power, the exiled Pope Benjamin is represented as a 
disenfranchised “colonial subject”—a figure who is marginalized and 
divested of certain forms of religious-political power, but who 
nonetheless functions as an icon of resistance. 183 

This heightened sense of displacement among Egyptian anti- 
Chalcedonian Christians (of which Benjamin became the primary 
symbol) also helped produce a religious self-consciousness' that was 
increasingly framed in ethnic terms. 184 In both the Life of Samuel of 
Kalamun and the History of the Patriarchs , the Chalcedonian patriarch 
Cyrus is repeatedly referred to not by his given name, but by an 
epithet that indicated his conspicuously foreign, ethnic origins—“the 
Colchian,” or in other words, “the Caucasian.” 185 This rhetorical strat¬ 
egy may be starkly contrasted with other statements in the History of 
the Patriarchs that explicitly seek to underscore the native Egyptian 
character of the anti-Chalcedonian resistance to Cyrus. Most notably, 
the editor of the History of the Patriarchs praises a certain monastery, 
the Monastery of Metras, as (reportedly) the only monastery that 
remained faithful to the anti-Chalcedonian cause, and attributes this to 
the fact that “the inmates of it were exceedingly powerful, being 
Egyptians by race and all of them natives ( 9 ahl ), without a stranger 
(gharih) among them.” 186 
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To identify such rhetoric as an incipient political “nationalism” 
would be anachronistic: the Copts did not voice aspirations of sup¬ 
planting the Byzantine emperor with their own form of government. 
Revolution was simply not in the realm of possibilities. 187 Nonetheless, 
a new kind of self-constructed identity was emerging. During the last 
period of Byzantine rule in Egypt and in its aftermath, the anti- 
Chalcedonian majority began to talk about themselves as a distinctive 
people (in Arabic, J ahl ). In this way, a type of populist “national culture” 
was constructed, 188 a shared community defined in terms of religious- 
ethnic solidarity and created through the production of “minority 
discourse” (although in the present case it was actually the majority of 
Egyptian Christians who employed this minoritarian way of talking and 
thinking). 189 This discourse operated as follows. First, the dominant, 
imperial church was increasingly labeled as foreign (despite the fact that 
some members of the Chalcedonian church in Egypt were Copts). 190 
And second, native Egyptian identity was implicitly identified with anti- 
Chalcedonian opposition. 191 The cultural production of this “minority 
discourse” underscores the fact that the social dynamics produced by 
Chalcedonian imperialism and ecclesiastical colonialism continued to 
play an enormous role in shaping perceptions of the Egyptian papacy and 
of Coptic religious identity on the eve of the Arab invasion. 


From Byzantine to Arab Rule: 

Continuity of Identity in the Midst of Change (642—) 

This volume will end with a brief look at the transition from Byzantine 
to Arab rule in Egypt. What were the factors that led to the Arab inva¬ 
sion? What were the social and political implications for the Coptic 
patriarchate? And finally, how was Egyptian Christian identity shaped 
in the early years of Arab rule? 

Since the fourth century A.D., the Arab tribes living on the Roman- 
Persian frontier had played a vital military and political role as vassal 
clients of those two major powers. Most notably, the Lakhmids were 
crucial military allies of the Persians, while the Ghassanids headed a 
semi-autonomous, pro-Byzantine federation of Arab tribes. For over 
two centuries, these tribes operated in the military “buffer-zone” 
between the two empires, providing security for their respective impe¬ 
rial patrons in exchange for payment. 192 However, when Heraclius’ 
defeat of the Persian army in the late 620s “upset the internal Persian 
equilibrium,” a power vacuum was created—one that would quickly be 
filled by the Arabs, united under the common creed of Islam. 193 
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When it came, the Arab invasion of Persia and the eastern Roman 
territories advanced rather swiftly. Only four years after the death of 
the prophet Muhammad (632), the Arabs celebrated a victory over the 
Persians at al-Qadisiya (635-636). Within the space of ten more years, 
the Arab armies took Jerusalem, occupied Alexandria and much of the 
Egyptian Delta (640-642), and began military forays into Libya (645). 
A brief Byzantine recapture of Alexandria in 645 was quickly 
reversed, and by 646 the Arabs had solidified their control over the 
Egyptian capital. 

The significance of the Arab conquest for Egyptian Christians has 
been much debated. According to the traditional view—still often 
cited—the coming of the Arabs marked a decisive turning point for 
Christians living in the eastern Mediterranean. Scholars studying the 
history of Christianity in Egypt have often characterized the Arab vic¬ 
tory over the Byzantines as having a “drastic impact” and as the cause 
of “profound and lasting changes” to the political and religious land¬ 
scape. 194 Along these lines, one Byzantine historian has asserted that 
Islam effectively sealed “the end of Late Antiquity.” 195 

Linked with this theory of sweeping cultural change is a corollary 
emphasis upon the ways in which the fortunes of anti-Chalcedonian 
Christians, once subjugated under Byzantine rule, were radically 
improved under the Arabs. Indeed, historians have routinely attributed 
the rapid and overwhelming success of the Arab campaigns (at least in 
part) to the religious dissension and mutual antagonism that existed 
between the Chalcedonians and anti-Chalcedonians, interreligious ten¬ 
sions that are seen to have made the eastern Roman territories more vul¬ 
nerable to an external threat. On the basis of references in later Arabic 
literature, many have assumed that anti-Chalcedonian Christians were 
united in seeing the Arabs as liberators, and that its leadership even 
collaborated with the Arabs in overthrowing Byzantine rule. 

In recent decades, however, scholars of late antique Christianity 
and early Islam have begun to reassess such assumptions. With regard to 
the reception of the Arabs by Egyptian Christians, a broader survey of 
the available evidence shows a decidedly mixed range of perspectives. 
While the ninth-century Muslims historians Ibn ( Abd al-Hakam (d. 
871) and al-Baladhuri (d. 892) and the tenth-century Christian writer 
Eutychius (d. 940) all claim that the Copts offered aid to the 
Muslims, 196 earlier Coptic authors writing in the seventh century 
evince fairly negative reactions to the Arab invasion. 197 A Homily on 
the Child Saints of Babylon,, composed and delivered in Egypt shortly 
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after the arrival of the Arabs, describes them as "oppressors” who 
“lead into captivity the sons of men.” 198 Another Coptic writer, John 
of Nikiu (writing ca. 698), at one point compares the Arabs 5 heavy 
“yoke” unfavorably to that of the biblical Pharaoh (though it must be 
conceded that almost immediately thereafter he explicitly praises the 
Arab commander, ‘Amr ibn al-‘As, for preserving the churches). 199 
The evidence for Christian attitudes toward their Muslim conquerors, 
even within individual authors, varies considerably. 

Another claim made by later writers—that Pope Benjamin himself 
had worked out with ‘Amr in advance an agreement for the surrender 
of Egypt 200 —also proves misleading. In fact it was Cyrus, the 
Chalcedonian patriarch who originally negotiated such a truce, only to 
die shortly thereafter and to have the truce dissolve. 201 During the 
early years of the Arab invasion, Benjamin was simply not in the position 
to negotiate terms of surrender, as he was still in hiding. Both John of 
Nikiu and the History of the Patriarchs make clear that Benjamin did 
not return from his self-imposed exile in Upper Egypt until after the 
Arab army had finally secured Alexandria. 202 

In the end, the recent reassessment of available sources produces a 
strangely disunified picture. While the Arab armies benefited at times 
from local forms of cooperation (as in the case of the Alexandrian 
governor Sanutius reported in the History of the Patriarchs), 203 there 
is also evidence that they met initial native Coptic resistance in some 
quarters (such as at Sakha and Damietta in Lower Egypt, and at 
Antinoe in Upper Egypt). 204 Unquestionably, the dissension between 
the Chalcedonians and the anti-Chalcedonians influenced the way 
that many Egyptian Christians interpreted the military incursions 
that were reshaping the political landscape: Coptic writers (regard¬ 
less of their attitude toward the new Arab presence) frequently 
attribute the Arab victories in battle to God’s judgment upon the 
wayward faith of the Byzantine emperor and the Chalcedonian 
church. 205 However, to what extent such dissession facilitated Arab 
military success remains a debatable point. Perhaps the most one can 
say is that intercommunal conflict among Christians was one of sev¬ 
eral negative factors (including inferior Byzantine military strategy 
and intelligence, inadequate human resources, unstable supply lines, 
and some measure of “fatigue” after the Persians wars) that set the 
conditions for a swift and successful Arab invasion. 206 In short, 
Egyptian Christian attitudes toward the Arabs were quite mixed. Such 
a range of different responses among anti-Chalcedonian Copts should 
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not be surprising, for historians have learned to expect heterogeneity 
in the resistance and complicity practiced by colonized peoples* 

Finally, how might we assess the question of social and cultural 
change under this nascent Arab rule? As I mentioned above, most schol¬ 
ars studying this period have accentuated the discontinuities brought 
about by the coming of the Arabs and the rise of Islam in Egypt (and in 
the Middle East as a whole). Indeed, it would be folly to deny that there 
were changes. On a geopolitical level, the Arab invasions had the effect 
of breaking down internal borders and reshuffling political alliances, and 
the result was an inevitable increase in “human interaction across social, 
ethnic, and religious lines,” as well as in “the circulation of ideas and 
information.” 207 In the case of the Egyptian papacy, the establishment of 
Arab rule brought about a reversal in the pattern of disruption and dis¬ 
placement experienced under previous Byzantine administrations during 
the seventh century. For the preceding forty years, the geographical 
fortunes of the Egyptian popes had ebbed and flowed in relation to the 
vicissitudes of imperial rule. The anti-Chalcedonian patriarch Anastasius 
(607-619) had been forced out of Alexandria under the emperor Phocas 
(602-610) and remained there at least during the first nine years of 
Heraclius’ imperial reign. Popes Andronicus (619-626) and Benjamin 
were able to maintain their office within the city during the eleven years 
of Persian occupation (619-629). However, Benjamin was forced out yet 
again with the reimposition of Byzantine rule in 629. It was only with the 
Arab ouster of the Byzantine government that Benjamin was able to 
return from hiding and take up his chair in Alexandria once more. 

And yet, in the midst of such changes, one can identify important 
lines of continuity in the experience of the Coptic church and its 
leadership. The Arabs inherited a world in flux, and in establishing 
their own governance they advanced larger cultural and political 
trends already in evidence under the Byzantines. In particular, they 
contributed to the ongoing shift of geopolitical power to the eastern 
Mediterranean (as represented by Constantinople, Persia, and now 
Arabia); they participated with the Byzantines in a movement toward 
more centralized and authoritarian rule; and they promoted the con¬ 
tinued linking of religious and state interests. In addition, the Arabs 
borrowed much from the Byzantine administrative structure: the 
Arabs retained Egyptian civil servants in their positions, and—at least 
until around the year 700—they continued to use Greek as the official 
language for imperial account books and minted coinage very similar 
to that of the Byzantine emperors. 208 
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How, then, might we describe the mix of social change and conti¬ 
nuity that accompanied the arrival of the Arabs, while taking into 
account the varying and sometimes contradictory assessments of the 
Arab invasions espoused by Egyptian Christian writers? One solution 
is to see the establishment of the new Arabic administration in Egypt 
as the replacement of one form of colonial rule by another . Thus, even 
as the presence of the Arabs produced a shift in colonial allegiances, 
familiar forms of economic and religious patronage continued to 
mark the relationship between the Arabs (as colonizing power) and 
the Copts, who still found themselves in the role of colonized subject. 

One can observe how such patronage relationships were reframed 
in the case of Pope Benjamin and in the circumstances surrounding his 
return from exile within Egypt. According to the History of the 
Patriarchs , Benjamin’s return (ca. 644-645) was facilitated by an 
agreement worked out with the Arab commander ‘Amr ibn al-‘As 
after the death of Benjamin’s rival Cyrus (the Chalcedonian patriarch) 
and after the Arab armies had taken “full possession of the city of 
Alexandria.” ‘Amr granted Benjamin “protection and security” and 
the freedom to administer the affairs of the Egyptian churches; he also 
returned to Benjamin property formerly controlled by the 
Chalcedonian bishopric in Egypt. In exchange, he requested interces¬ 
sory prayer on behalf of the Arab troops in their upcoming Libyan 
campaign. 209 Of course, the Arabs’ expectation of allegiance and loyal¬ 
ty from their Coptic clients was not limited to spiritual intercession: 
they also soon implemented a special poll tax ( jizya ), which was oblig¬ 
atory for non-Muslim citizens in order for them to retain their status 
of “protected persons” (dhimmi or y ahl al-dhimma ). 210 

Under the protection of Arab patronage, Pope Benjamin was free 
to begin renovating and rebuilding churches confiscated or neglected 
under Byzantine rule. Such building projects were one way that the 
Egyptian papacy attempted to stamp its historical identity on the 
panorama of Egyptian culture under the new Muslim administration. In 
architectural adaptation, artistic patronage, and the production of 
narratives that linked such activity to the past, one recognizes by now 
familiar practices and discursive strategies through which the Coptic 
(anti-Chalcedonian) church renewed its claims upon local sacred space. 

First, there are suggestions in the History of the Patriarchs that 
Benjamin’s return to office was coordinated with the miraculous 
preservation and rediscovery of the head of Saint Mark after the church 
dedicated to the evangelist had been burned during the Arab-Byzantine 
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battle that raged in Alexandria. In that account, a ship captain under the 
anti-Chalcedonian duke Sanutius (= Shenoute) enters the church after 
it was plundered and secretly rescues “the head of the holy Mark.” 
Later, Benjamin himself has a dream-vision in which a man “dressed in 
the garments of the disciples (thiydb al-taldmidh)^ appears to him and 
requests that he “make a place for me with you, in order that I may 
abide therein this day.” Immediately following this vision, the precious 
relic is “rediscovered” when the sea captain’s ship refuses to sail until 
the captain divulges his secret. In the midst of the subsequent celebra¬ 
tions, the duke Sanutius offers the patriarch money to “rebuild the 
church of the Holy Mark.” These reported events—the original rescue 
of the relic of Saint Mark’s head and its miraculous rediscovery— 
function as narrative elements that bracket and highlight the account of 
Benjamin’s pact with ‘Amr and his return to Alexandria. 211 

If this story goes back to the time of Benjamin’s reign (and I think 
it probably does), it would likely represent an attempt by Benjamin, 
newly reinstated in Alexandria, to lay claim once again to the apostolic 
legacy of Saint Mark through the promotion of his relics. The 
History of the Patriarchs reports that he made plans (and acquired 
sources of funding) for the rebuilding of Saint Mark’s church, but 
never indicates that this work was completed on his watch. Benjamin 
may have also sought to promote the veneration of Mark’s relics in 
conjunction with other building projects, such as the construction and 
consecration of a new church at the Monastery of Saint Macarius in the 
Wadi al-Natrun (ancient Scetis). One of the chapels of the seventh- 
century church was originally dedicated to Saint Mark, and the head 
of the evangelist may have been temporarily transferred to that site 
and housed there during this period. 212 

Benjamin’s architectural patronage of the Saint Macarius 
monastery was another way that he was able to represent himself as 
heir to a rich monastic and patriarchal past. His consecration of the 
new sanctuary at the monastery (a sanctuary that to this day remains 
dedicated in his name) is celebrated in a work entitled The Book of the 
Consecration of the Sanctuary of Benjamin , which survives in at least five 
different manuscripts from the monastic library at Saint Macarius, as well 
as in the History of the Patriarchs * 213 The earliest manuscript (in Coptic) 
dates to the tenth century, but internal textual evidence (especially the 
extensive use of Greek terms, and specific social and topographical 
details) suggest that the original text traces back much earlier, perhaps 
to within a generation of Benjamin’s life. The Book itself purports to 
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be based on Benjamin's own testimony but recorded by his protege 
and successor, Pope Agathon. 214 

In the narrative, Benjamin experiences a private vision of Saint 
Macarius while consecrating the church. As he is contemplating “the 
people and the monks and the priests" gathered around him, he sees 
one whose face “shone brightly,” and after recognizing him as the 
saint, he lauds him as “the father of the patriarchs and bishops” and 
“the spirit-bearing father of all the monks.” 215 Later, after the conse¬ 
cration is over, he conveys the news of his vision in similar terms: “I 
have seen the father of the patriarchs and the bishops and all the doctors 
of orthodoxy standing in our midst today.” 216 

It may very well be possible that this description of Benjamin's 
vision was actually inspired by the iconographic program commis¬ 
sioned for the church. Another Coptic manuscript (preserved in 
Paris) actually provides details about the interior decoration of the 
seventh-century church in which Benjamin was supposed to have 
had his vision. According to this manuscript, images of famous 
Egyptian monks and patriarchs originally graced the walls of the 
sanctuary, and Macarius was featured prominently in one of the 
iconographic pairings arrayed around the worship space: Antony 
and Paul, Pachomius and Macarius, Mark and Peter (the 
Alexandrian bishop and martyr), Athanasius and Liberius (a fourth- 
century Roman pope who was deposed for refusing to accept the 
condemnation of Athanasius), Cyril and Dioscorus. 217 These figures 
(with the exception of Liberius) constitute a virtual pantheon of 
Egyptian monastic and ecclesiastical heroes—revered saints who 
appear regularly in the iconographic programs of later Egyptian 
monastic churches. 218 

The monks at Saint Macarius who preserved this consecration 
tradition would have been intimately familiar with this visual program. 
In this context, one wonders whether the representation of Pope 
Benjamin consecrating the church in the ecstatic presence of 
Macarius—along with the patriarchs, bishops, and monks in his 
company—was in fact meant to highlight for this monastic readership 
not only Benjamin’s apostolic and martyrological pedigree (represented 
by Mark and Peter of Alexandria), 219 but also his solidarity with the 
Egyptian monks (represented by Antony, Paul, Pachomius, and 
Macarius) and his faithfulness to a legacy of christological teaching that 
was read through the lens of anti-Chalcedonian resistance (represented 
by Athanasius, Cyril, and Dioscorus). 220 
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Contesting the Alexandrian Papacy 


This imaginative reconstruction of the way that ancient monks 
would have “read” the figure of Benjamin in the Book of the 
Consecration reveals how, on the cusp of a new era, the Egyptian popes 
continued to function as living metaphors for local piety and practice. In 
the person of Benjamin, one can see finally how the discourses that so 
vitally shaped the self-perceptions of the Egyptian church and its 
leadership over the previous centuries—apostolicity, martyrdom, 
monastic patronage, christological resistance—remained defining 
markers of identity for Copts as they adjusted to the new realities of 
Arab rule and to the rise of Islam. 


Epilogue 

The Making of the Coptic Papacy 


D uring the first six and a half centuries A.D., the social identity of 

the Egyptian church and its leadership was shaped by a diverse 
set of discursive practices. In this book, I have called attention 
to four recurrent strategies of representation that proved determinative 
for the cultural construction of the Coptic papacy in late antiquity: 
apostolicity, martyrdom, monastic patronage, and theological resistance. 

These discourses were by no means ideologically neutral: all of 
them originated in situations of conflict where they were used to 
negotiate contested claims of authority surrounding the role of the 
Egyptian papacy. In the second and third centuries, the discourses of 
apostolicity and apostolic succession played a key role in cultural dis¬ 
putes between intellectual and institutional models of authority. In 
these disputes, a rising class of Alexandrian bishops increasingly moved 
to bring the teaching office of the church under their purview. Later, in 
the third and early fourth centuries, a rhetoric of solidarity with the 
martyrs emerged in the midst of ecclesiastical debates over the proper 
response to the threat of persecution and to the dilemmas raised by lapsed 
Christians. By identifying themselves as friends of the martyrs, bishops 
and other church leaders sought to appropriate the charisma —the spiri¬ 
tual power—of those who had suffered for the faith, and redirect that 
power in the exercise of their own clerical policies. The fourth and early 
fifth centuries marked the rise to prominence of monastic communities 
in Egypt, communities that offered a powerful (and sometimes quite 
volatile) base of grassroots support for Alexandrian episcopal authority. 
In the midst of doctrinal controversy at home and abroad, Alexandrian 
patriarchs like Alexander, Athanasius, Theophilus, and Cyril consistently 
portrayed themselves as privileged monastic patrons and offered 
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material forms of benefaction to monasteries in an effort to win the 
allegiance of Egyptian monks away from theological rivals. Finally, 
during the final two centuries of Byzantine rule in Egypt, an ethos of 
theological resistance gripped the Coptic church. Often politically 
disenfranchised and geographically displaced, the Egyptian popes in 
this period produced a complex rhetoric of resistance that was craft¬ 
ed as a response to colonial models of ecclesiastical control and often 
deployed as a standard for adjudicating internal disputes. 

And yet, even though these strategies of representation were each 
forged in the midst of specific conflicts, it was their adaptability to dif¬ 
ferent times and to different social settings that allowed them to exert 
such a profound influence over the ways that ancient Copts perceived 
themselves and their leadership. As discursive "events,” they became 
etched in Egyptian cultural memory and were eminently "open to 
repetition, transformation, and reactivation .” 1 One example of this is 
the way that Alexandrian popes recycled the discourses of apostolic 
succession and martyrdom, and utilized them in new contexts. Thus, 
while the concept of apostolicity was originally applied as a mark of 
pedigree in second- and third-century disputes over the intellectual 
authority of teachers and the institutional prerogatives of bishops, it 
could also be used in the early fourth century by Peter I of Alexandria 
to justify his actions in the face of persecution, and in the fifth century 
by Timothy II Aelurus (“the Cat”) to defend the legitimacy of his 
theological resistance to the Council of Chalcedon. Late ancient dis¬ 
courses of martyrdom proved equally malleable. Well after the era of 
Roman persecution had ended, the Alexandrian bishop Athanasius 
self-consciously employed martyr rhetoric as part of his campaign to 
cultivate monastic support for his leadership , 2 and his successors 
Theophilus and Cyril invoked the spirit of martyrdom to stir up anti¬ 
pagan activism among the monks. Later, under Byzantine oppression, 
exiled Egyptian popes cast themselves in solidarity with the martyrs, 
and the Coptic church produced a new generation of martyr literature. 

A final example of this adaptability is the way that such represen- 

H 

tational strategies could be combined—interwoven, if you will—in 
discrete social settings. For instance, in historical and theological liter¬ 
ature, the phenomenon of exile or physical displacement could simul¬ 
taneously be rendered as a venue for solidarity with the suffering of 
the martyrs, a context for the renewal and deepening of monastic 
patronage ties, and a locus for redefining that displacement as a neces¬ 
sary corollary of faithful theological resistance. 
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As we have seen, this potential for the interweaving of cultural dis¬ 
courses is also evident in Coptic art and liturgy where the Alexandrian 
patriarchs were visually displayed—and ritually re-imagined—in the 
company of apostles, martyrs, and monks. A further, striking illustration 
of this is found in an eleventh-century wall painting at the Monastery 
of the Archangel Gabriel (Deir al-Malak) on the desert outskirts of the 
Fayum Oasis, where the image of the patriarch Peter I is actually 
assimilated to that of the apostle Peter (see Fig. 10). In the apse of the 
monastic church, the figure in question stands in a row of twelve apos¬ 
tles and carries a biblical roll marked in Coptic lettering as “the Epistle 
of Peter.” At first glance, this would appear to be a conventional rep¬ 
resentation of Saint Peter the apostle. However, the dress of the figure 
distinguishes him from the other apostles depicted in the church: Peter 
wears the robe of a bishop and a monk’s hood. Two accompanying 
Coptic inscriptions identify him as both “the apostle Peter” and “Peter 
the archbishop.” In this painted image, Peter I of Alexandria, the 
famous martyr pope, is re-visualized in the roles of monk, bishop, and 
apostle. 3 Such iconography vividly demonstrates how the public image 
of the early Egyptian popes was, in effect, “made” through the creative 
intersection of selected cultural discourses, almost as the design on a 
piece of fabric is woven together by different colored strands. 4 

Ultimately, through their reiteration (and recombination) in 
Coptic literature and art, the discourses of apostolicity, martyrdom, 
monastic patronage, and theological resistance became inextricably 
linked with the institutional memory of the Alexandrian papacy. The 
production of such rhetoric—and the ways that such rhetoric was put 
into practice—reveals much about how the lines of Egyptian papal 
authority were continually drawn, contested, and redrawn in late 
antiquity. Indeed, as we shall see in the next volume, these discourses 
remained vital and enduring markers of social and religious identity for 
the Coptic church under Islamic rule. 
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A List of the Egyptian Popes 
up to the Rise of Islam 


1. Mark 

2. Anianus (Ananius) 

3. Abilius 

4. Cerdon (Cerdo) 

5. Primus 

6. Justus DATES UNCERTAIN 

7. Eumenius (Eumenes) 

8. Marcianus (Mark) 

9. Celadion 

10. Agrippinus 

11. Julian 


12. Demetrius I 189-231 

13. Heraclas 231-247 

14. Dionysius 247-264 

15. Maximus 264—282 

16. Theonas 282-300 

17. Peter I 300-311 

18. Achillas 312 

19. Alexander I 312-328 

20. Athanasius I 328-373 

21. Peter II 373-380 

22. Timothy I 380-385 

23. Theophilus 385-412 

24. Cyril I 412-444 

25. Dioscorus I 444-454 

26. Timothy II Aelurus (“the Cat”) 457-477 
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27. Peter III Mongus 

477-490 

28. Athanasius II 

490-496 

29. John I Hemula 

496-505 

30. John II Nicaiotes 

505-516 

31. Dioscorus II 

516-517 

32. Timothy III 

517-535 

33. Theodosius I 

536-566 

34. Peter IV 

576-577 

35. Damian 

578-607 

36. Anastasius 

607-619 

37. Andronicus 

619-626 

38. Benjamin 

626-665 



Appendix 2 

The Election of the Alexandrian Patriarchs 

in the Early Church 


I n antiquity, the early church in Alexandria gained a reputation for 
its distinctive method of episcopal election: a number of ancient 
and medieval sources attest to the fact that, for at least the first two 
and a half centuries, the election and consecration of the Alexandrian 
patriarch lay in the hands of a group of presbyters (priests). 1 

Ancient and medieval sources give conflicting accounts of when the 
Alexandrian church might have changed its policy and begun the current 
practice of having the new patriarch consecrated by a council of bishops. 
However, the reigns of Heraclas (231-247) and Dionysius (247-264) may 
have played a pivotal role in this process. In one of his letters, 2 the church 
father Jerome (ca. 347-^-19/20) notes that, in the Alexandrian church, a 
group of presbyters used to elect the new bishop from their own ranks, 
and that this practice continued up until the time of Heraclas and 
Dionysius. Severus of Antioch (ca. 465-538), who spent most of his later 
years as a theological exile in Egypt, also attests the early role presbyters 
played in the .election of the patriarch: "The bishop also of the city 
renowned for its orthodox faith, the city of the Alexandrians, used in 
former days to be appointed by presbyters, but in later times in 
accordance with the canon which has prevailed everywhere the solemn 
institution of their bishop has come to be performed by the hand of 
bishops.” 3 However, Severus gives no indication as to the timing of 
this change of policy. 

Some other sources suggest that presbyterial election of the 
Alexandrian patriarch may have continued into the early fourth century; 4 
however, it is certain that the practice must have been discontinued by 
the time Athanasius I was elected in 328. 5 Unfortunately, the nature of 
the sources does not allow us to answer with any certainty the question 
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of when regular presbyterial involvement in the election of the 
Alexandrian patriarch was suspended. 

The reason for this early electoral practice is easier to discern: 
during the first two centuries of the church in Egypt, there simply 
would have been no other bishops available for the task. 6 In fact, Pope 
Demetrius (189-231) may have been the first to consecrate other bishops 
to serve Egyptian dioceses outside Alexandria: the medieval historian 
Eutychius (Safid Ibn Batriq) claims that, prior to Demetrius’ reign at 
the end of the second century, there were no other bishops in Egypt. 
According to Eutychius, Demetrius tried to remedy this situation by 
ordaining three new bishops; his successor Heraclas is then said to 
have ordained twenty more. As a historian, Eutychius is often viewed 
as unreliable (“blundering and incompetent” in the words of one 
author); 7 however, on this point he has received some support from 
modern scholars. 8 If Demetrius, in fact, was the first to ordain other 
Egyptian bishops, this would at least provide an explanation for why 
the church had previously entrusted the election of the patriarch to a 
committee of presbyters. In addition, the presence of a new cadre of 
bishops ordained under Demetrius and Heraclas would give an indica¬ 
tion of why the Egyptian church, starting in the early third century, 
had the opportunity to reform its practice of patriarchal election. In 
any case, whenever the actual change in policy took place, the election 
of the new patriarch by a council of bishops has remained a canonical 
practice to the present day. 9 
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The Anti-Chalcedonian Patriarchate of Alexandria (477-577) 


Other Theological 
Factions in Egypt 


Themistius and the 
Agnoetai (ca. 537-early 
seventh century) 


John Philoponos and the 

Tritheists 
(ca. 567-early 
seventh century) 


Separatist 
Anti-Chalcedonian 
Communions in Egypt 


Influence of the 
Anti-Chalcedonian 
Patriarchate of Antioch 


Separatists (Aposchistai) 
Also known as the 
Akephaloi 
(ca. 482- early 
seventh century) 


/I Anti-Chalcedonian fugitives from Antioch and Asia Minor 


Julian of Halicarnassus 


* 

(exiled to Egypt, 518-?) 

I 

Julianists 

ft 

*■ 

+ 

■ 

Gaianus (535) 



Severus of Antioch 


(exiled to Egypt, 518-538) 


■ 

Gaianites 


Elpidius (P-565) 


Paul of Antioch (564-577) 


Dorotheas 
(565-after 580) 
(Gaianite anti- 
Chalcedonian 
patriarch of Alexandria, 
and rival to Peter IV) 
Paul of Antioch (564-577) 


**Theodore (575-after 587) 
(Anti-Chalcedonian 
patriarch of Alexandria 
originally endorsed by Paul 
of Antioch, and rival to 
Peter IV) 


The Anti-Chalcedonian 
Patriarchate of Alexandria 

( 477 - 577 ) 

Peter III Mongus (477—490) 

I 

I 

Athanasius II (490^496) 

I 

John I Hemula (496-505) 

I 

John II Nicaiotes (505-516) 

I 

Dioscorus II (516-517) 

I 

Timothy III (517-535) 


Theodosius (536-566) 


(10 year lapse) 


Peter IV (576-577) 


The Chalcedonian 
Hierarchy in Egypt 

(Reestablished under the 
emperor Justinian in 538) 


Paul Tabennesiota 


(538-540) 

I 

Zoilus (540-551) 

1 

Apollinaris (551-570) 


John (570-581) 
(Chalcedonian patriarch 
of Alexandria, and 
rival to Peter IV) 
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Key 

Vertical dotted lines: Lines of patriarchal succession 

Curved dotted lines: Lines of ecclesiastical alliance and patronage 

Black Bordered Text: Anti-Chalcedonian fugitives from Antioch and Asia Minor, exiled to Egypt in 518 
Underlined: Contestants for the Alexandrian Patriarchate, ca. 535-540 
Italics: Contestants for the Alexandrian Patriarchate, ca. 575-580 



The one-hundred-year period from 477 to 577 was a time of social and theological fragmentation. The authority of the anti-Chalcedonian patriarchs of 
Alexandria was contested in successive generations not only by their Chalcedonian rivals, but also by a bewildering variety of anti-Chalcedonian factions 
within the Egyptian church—separatists who believed themselves to be more faithful to the theology of Cyril (412-444) and the legacy of resistance 
represented by Dioscorus (444—454). The ecclesiastical politics of Egypt during this period were also complicated by two other factors: namely, shifting 
lines of imperial patronage, and a series of rifts and reconciliations with the anti-Chalcedonian leadership of the church in Antioch. 

This chart is designed to depict in visual terms the complex networks of contestation and allegiance during this period of Egyptian church history. 
Vertical dotted lines represent direct lines of succession within particular ecclesiastical communities in Egypt. For example, the succession of anti- 

Chalcedonian patriarchs of Alexandria (the one still recognized by the Coptic church today) is represented in column four. By contrast, the chain of 

* 

anti-Chalcedonian bishops loyal to Gaianus is represented in column three, and the lineage of the Chalcedonian hierarchy in Alexandria is represented 
in column five. Curved dotted lines represent significant relationships of alliance and patronage that crossed community-based and/or geographical 
boundaries. Black bordered text highlights two anti-Chalcedonian figures—Severus of Antioch and Julian of Halicarnassus—who were exiled from 
Antioch and Asia Minor to Egypt in 518, and whose presence contributed further to Egyptian theological factionalism in the sixth century. Underlined 
text highlights the names of three contemporaneous rivals for the Alexandrian patriarchate during the late 530s. Italicized text highlights the names of four 
contemporaneous rivals for the Alexandrian patriarchate during the late 570s. 
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